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ABSTRACT
ALYSSA JOY VAN LENTEN: The Effect of Sentence Diagramming on a Middle Level Learner’s
Composition
(Under the direction of Dr. Kathryn Caprino)
Sentence diagramming, a dated form of instruction used in grammar classes beginning in the late
1800s, involves drawing lines and shapes to represent the grammatical structure of language. Wildly
popular before the 1960s, the practice has since been eliminated from the national English/Language Arts
standards due to its isolation from composition instruction. Haussamen (2003) reports that grammar
instruction, such as sentence diagramming, completely separate from composition instruction, has no
effect on students’ writing skills. Despite the history of sentence diagramming, there are a very recent few
sparks of interest in sentence diagramming in education across the United States (Wilson, 2017). This
study examined how effectively sentence diagramming instruction, alongside composition rather than as
an independent unit of instruction, can improve middle level students’ writing. In a mixed methods
research study, an eighth grade learner was instructed in sentence diagramming in order to analyze her
own writing and professional writing. Conclusions from this study find that sentence diagramming has the
potential to improve a writer’s clarity and comma usage. However, more classroom-oriented instruction is
needed to examine the effects of sentence diagramming on the composition of all types of learners.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
My argument opens with a study prologue, followed by a rationale. Subsequently, I have written
a study introduction, in which sentence diagramming is defined, and research questions, which have
guided my process. Chapter one ends with an overview of the organization of the complete thesis and,
finally, a chapter summary.
Study Prologue
I cannot read a novel if it abounds in glaring grammatical errors. Part of this stems from high
expectations of both myself and those around me. More importantly, most of this stems from a lengthy
background in grammar education.
Two kinds of kids exist in our society: those whose parents beg them to complete their daily
homework; and those who beg their parents to give them more homework to do. I was part of the smaller
second group. I started reading and writing at a young age, and so English language exercises at school
came quite naturally to me. My earliest memories of working with grammar include correcting the
capitalization and punctuation mistakes on the Daily Oral Language (D.O.L.) white board. While most
students groaned at this regular practice during our morning meetings, I happily soaked in every piece of
information that would improve my own writing.
In middle school, grammar took on several forms. In sixth grade, my Language Arts teacher used
the Shurley English Language Arts Program in an attempt to establish functional grammar habits in his
students. I had enough background knowledge of the parts of speech to perform quite well. However, my
memories of Language Arts consist of one bored, unified class voice droning through the Shurley English
“Question and Answer Flow” (shurley.com). The dog ran to the park. Who or what ran to the park? Dog.
Subject / noun…
Grammar instruction got kind of fuzzy after that. As a detailed person, I tended to perform well
on writing assignment and grammar quizzes even though I didn’t truly understand what I was doing. I
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remember having conversations with other students about why they needed to make a change in their
writing. Because, I would say. That’s just how it is.
It wasn’t until I took a grammar class during my senior year of high school that I understood the
rules I had perceptively picked up over the years. This class was unlike any English class I had taken – it
included seven writing assignments, and the lessons focused on grammar alone. Registration for this class
was wildly popular because students found that they finished the class much stronger writers in terms of
grammar and content. Why were students so successful in this class? What was the teacher’s secret?
As a Middle Level English Language Arts educator, I have tried to analyze my experiences in
that class to find the answers to those questions. Perhaps it was the focus on writing instead of on
literature for once. Perhaps it was the engaging way that the teacher turned learning into the “Grammar
Olympics.” Perhaps it was his instructional approach, for this teacher used sentence diagramming to teach
functional grammar to his eager students. As an undergraduate student, I wondered if I could one day be
as good of an English teacher as he is. Thus, the research into sentence diagramming began.
Study Rationale
Communication, both receptive and expressive, is necessary for daily function and integral to the
operation of society. First, competent reading and writing leads the student to success in his K-12
schooling and potential post-secondary education. However, the importance of the student’s language
success stretches beyond the classroom. Competent communication skills allow a young adult to obtain
and hold a career. At that job, he might have to create reports, emails, and presentations – all requiring
transmission of language. In his personal life, the communicator has to be able to understand some sort of
language in order to file his taxes, evaluate public policy, and experience songs, books, poetry, dance,
theater, art, and movies. He also has to produce meaningful verbalization in order to provide directions to
a location, describe symptoms to the doctor, and generate lasting relationships with friends and family.
Furthermore, communication can improve quality of life by providing a means of expressing struggle and
empowering the communicator to make changes in his world. We must communicate with each other in

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

3

order to express injustice in our world and work together to create redress. Thus, communication is
incredibly important.
Formal language arts instruction begins in Kindergarten. And from the beginning, the colossal
responsibility to guide students to learn how to find success in communicating effectively belongs to the
English/Language Arts (ELA) educator. However, in my own experience, and in the experience of several
local educators, students have not been finding success in effective communication in recent years. For
example, a teacher of a first year writing class reports that each year, the first year students’ writing
abilities upon entering the college decline (Anonymous, personal communication, February 19, 2020).
Although this study focuses on middle school students, poor composition in college makes me nervous
for the current middle grades students. In my own student teaching placement, I quickly found that
students were not able to generate meaningful reading responses despite a scaffolded approach and
lengthy practice. At the end of my placement, a large number of my seventh grade students could not
create a story with a beginning, middle, and end. They could not write a persuasive essay, and they even
struggled to create a final project for a novel that they really enjoyed.
I do not have the answers to why students are performing poorly in ELA. I am also aware that
grammar – or any other “magic solve-all” – cannot resolve all of students’ ELA deficits (Calkins, 2015, p.
3). However, in the context of language, grammar is important, and not only because people like me
cannot see past mistakes in a novel. In the “real-world,” good writing skills in high school predict more
distinguished careers and higher incomes (Spengler, Roberts, & Damian, 2018). In the professional world,
if two equally qualified candidates applied for the same position, but one candidate’s resumé was riddled
with grammatical errors, the employee is sure to hire the candidate without the grammatical errors, in
favor of a more thorough, detail-oriented individual. Even in the workforce, grammar continues to be
important for communication. If a journalist writes “athletes performance” is he discussing one athlete’s
performance, or all athletes’ performance? (Cop & Hatfield, 2017). If a doctor mistakenly diagnoses a
patient with enuresis instead of anuresis, the treatment could fatally include cognitive behavioral therapy
for night time accidents instead of immediate surgery for kidney disease (Sesser, 2018). As an ELA
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educator, I look at this information and conclude that somehow I need to help the writers in my classroom
to develop their writing abilities. After all, it could mean life or death, worst-case scenario.
All jokes aside, I want my learners to be successful in life. I improved my writing most when I
was pushed to understand grammar in a functional, logical, visual way, through sentence-diagramming. I
wonder what my students will be able to accomplish if they start learning this strategy – which has stuck
with me for the past five years – in seventh grade rather than twelfth.
Sentence diagramming, as you will find out in the literature review, was once a wildly popular
practice but has since died out. As such, there are few research studies on the effectiveness of its practice.
Because of my success with sentence diagramming in the context of writing, I have conducted the
following research with a middle school learner to determine its effectiveness for possible use in my
future classroom.
Study Introduction
Sentence diagramming is, as author Kitty Burns Florey (2006) writes, “a picture of language.”
More specifically, sentence diagramming is the physical representation of sentences into orderly, linear
charts based on the grammatical structure and function of the words in the sentences. For example, I have
created a sentence diagram of the sentence How can sentence diagramming affect composition? below in
figure one. In each sentence diagram, the simple subject (in this case diagramming) and simple predicate
(can affect) appear on the horizontal line, split by an intersecting vertical line. All other modifiers branch
off in a distinct and particular way.
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composition

Figure 1. Sentence diagram: How can sentence diagramming affect composition?

Instructionally, the purpose of creating sentence diagrams is to teach the patterns of language in a
visual way. In the past, sentence diagramming was taught in its own special grammar class, apart from
writing class, a position that does not actually help students to improve their writing (Huttenlock, 2017).
Therefore, because the research is mixed about the effectiveness of grammar instruction on students’
composition, there is no research to support or deny specifically the effectiveness of sentence
diagramming as a current instructional tool. In order to study this, I have generated and taught four lesson
plans that seek to improve the writing of a middle grades student through sentence diagramming. The
purpose of this study is to determine how effectively sentence diagramming can improve the overall
writing skills of my middle level learners in the future. In what ways does using sentence diagramming as
a tool to teach English grammar affect a middle level student’s composition within the context of
composition instruction?
Research Questions
These research questions influenced my investigation: (1) In what ways does using sentence
diagramming as a tool to teach English grammar affect a middle level student’s composition within the
context of composition instruction? and (2) Can sentence diagramming be engaging enough to captivate
the attention of my writers?
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Organization of the Thesis
Chapter one has included a brief introduction to my sentence diagramming and my purposed for
researching it. Chapter two contains a review of the literature surrounding grammar and sentence
diagramming. Chapter three contains the methodology for the research, and chapter four includes the
findings of that research. Ultimately, chapter five contains a discussion of the research findings,
limitations, and directions for future research.
Chapter Summary
Middle grades students are struggling in ELA. Specifically, they are struggling to create
meaningful composition that will create a lasting impact on their effective communication for the rest of
their lives. Grammar is only one facet of the writing process, but it is possible that strong grammar
instruction, influence by an approach in sentence diagramming, can lead to stronger composition in
middle grades learners. This research study investigated the effects of sentence diagramming instruction
on one middle level learner’s composition.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
My research question and subsequent research study necessitated a review of the literature. After
all, as Haussamen (2003) so eloquently writes, “[g]rammar is the skunk at the garden party of the
language arts” (p. xi). Furthermore, sentence diagramming itself has been, at least once, perceived as and
then described as “soul-destroying nonsense” (Florey, 2006). Therefore research into the history and
especially the current uses of grammar are important in this setting. Prior to my discussion on grammar
and sentence diagramming, I delve into the implications of standardized testing, a common thread in
current educational conversation. National/state standards, with their reach far into our schools’
curriculums, have affected the teaching of writing and grammar. Therefore, this is the first topic of my
literature review. Subsequently, I discuss current models for writing instruction in middle grades
classrooms. Finally, I will get to my hot topic: grammar instruction. This section includes the history of
grammar instruction and specifically sentence diagramming. I will discuss current models for teaching
grammar, and the implications of teaching grammar and, again, specifically sentence diagramming.
Lastly, I detail a lack of research in the area of sentence diagramming, which brings me to my research
question.
But first, I begin with a quick discussion of the English/Language Arts (ELA). ELA can, at its
most basic level, be described as the subject in which communication is taught explicitly. This involves
both receptive – listening and reading – and expressive – speaking and writing – forms of communication.
ELA education, as I have mentioned previously, begins with the learning of the alphabet and ends never:
Communication is a process that continues throughout our lives. However, specifically in the school
system, ELA has a huge influence over the subjects of Social Studies, science, and mathematics. The
aspect of ELA that separates it from its counterparts is that the ability to read and write are essential for
learning in these other content areas. That is, no curriculum integration is necessary for ELA to influence
other subjects. Furthermore, research shows that growth in other content areas is evident when students
participate specifically in writing on a daily basis (Alexander, 2019, pp. 23-24). Therefore, ELA
instruction is crucial to a student’s success in the public school system and beyond. My literature review
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begins here because, at least to me, communication appears to be the key to success. This review is a
search to find the way to lead my students to success.
The Implications of Standardized Testing
Although teachers’ inclusion of practice for standardized exams like the PSSAs is supposed to
prepare students to succeed, “[c]reative thinking, reflection, and thoughtful analysis take a back seat in
order to accommodate [these] high-stakes tests” (Lapp & Fisher, 2011). Because of this, Lapp and Fisher
(2011) predict “a continuing trend in high school dropout rates and a population[…]ill prepared to
participate in a cosmopolitan, global world.”
National Standardized Assessment
In recent years, adding multiple-choice test practice has been an integral part of the ELA
curriculum because schools need their students to pass national or state exams in order to continue to
receive funding (Lawrence & Jefferson, 2015). Standardized tests may not be the best authentic
assessment of students’ true abilities; however, we can follow trends in students’ achievement on these
exams over the years to help determine what is happening with ELA in our country. Lapp and Fisher
(2011) report that students’ achievement in literacy has not changed considerably since 1971, as displayed
in table one, based on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading assessment.
From 1971 to 2012, nine-year old students’ scores on the NAEP reading exam increased by 13 points, 13year old students’ scores on the reading NAEP exam increased by 11 points, but 17-year old students’
scores increased only by two points. Based solely on this information, the percentage of students who
scored proficient or advanced is not readily available, but the Nation’s Report Card reveals that 37
percent or less of fourth, eight, and twelfth grade students scored proficient or higher on the reading
NAEP assessment in 2019.
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Table 1
Average Reading NAEP Scores for 9-, 13-, and 17-year old Students from 1971-2012
Year

1971
1975
1980
1984
1988
1992
1996
1999
2004
2008
2012

Average Reading
Scores for 9 year old
Students
208
210
215
215
212
211
212
212
216
220
221

Average Reading
Scores for 13 year old
Students
255
256
258
258
257
260
258
259
257
260
263

Average Reading
Scores for 17 year old
Students
285
286
285
289
290
290
288
288
283
286
287

Note. Adapted from United States Department of Education, n.d., retrieved from the Nation’s Report
Card website: https://www.nationsreportcard. gov/ltt_2012/summary.aspx

Table two compares these reading scores to the respective writing scores, showing proficiency
rates of 28 percent or lower. Prior to 2019, the reading NAEP exam includes writing about what one has
read, and the overall progress for high school students is not impressive. Similarly, the 2019 results show
that the percent of high school students who scored proficient or higher on the writing portion is only 27
percent, a shockingly low statistic (The Nation’s Report Card, 2020). As previously stated, high school
writing abilities can predict success in terms of future career and income (United States Department of
Education, N.d.; Spengler, Robert, & Damian, 2018). This begs the question, why are high school
students struggling so intensely in ELA? And what does this mean about their success in communication
and further in life?
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Table 2
The Percentages of 4th, 8th, and 12th grade Students Scoring Proficient or Higher on the NAEP Reading
and Writing Exams

Grade 4
Grade 8
Grade 12

Percentage of Students Scoring
Proficient or Higher on the
Reading Exam
35
34
37

Percentage of Students Scoring
Proficient or Higher on the
Writing Exam
28
27
27

Note. Adapted from The Nation's Report Card, 2020, retrieved from The Nation’s Report Card website:
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/

Pennsylvania Standardized Assessment
In Pennsylvania, public school students are required to take the PSSA exams beginning in grade
three. The state began requiring these exams in 1998, in accordance with national trends which led to the
No Child Left Behind bill of 2002. Although data is not available for these exams between 1998-2011,
the data between 2011 and 2019, similar to the NAEP’s, suggests that students may or may not be
advancing along with the educational standards of the state. Fifth, eighth, and 12th grade students all
scored lower in 2019 than in 2011. Perhaps most shockingly, as figure two displays, the percentage of
eighth grade students scoring proficient or higher dropped from almost 82 percent in 2011 to 58 percent
in 2019. The drastic drop of scores in 2015, a result of considerable content and formatting changes of the
exam, might be part of the explanation (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2020a; Pennsylvania
Department of Education, 2020b; M. Elhadri, personal communication, August 28, 2019).

Percent of Students Scoring Profient or
Advanced
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Figure 2. Percentage of 5th, 8th, and 11th grade Students Scoring Proficient or Higher on the PSSA
Reading Exams from 2011-2019. Adapted from the Pennsylvania Department of Education 2020a,
retrieved from https://www.education.pa.gov/DataAndReporting/Assessments/Pages/ Keystone-ExamsResults.aspx; the Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2020b, retrieved from
https://www.education.pa.gov/DataAndReporting/Assessments/Pages/PSSA-Results.aspx; and Elhadri,
M., personal communication, August 28, 2019.

However, dropping rates between 2011 and 2014 suggests that students might have been headed
for a decline regardless. Meanwhile, scores since 2015 have not risen significantly, with the fifth and
eighth grade populations actually scoring lower in 2019 than in 2015 as well. Additionally, it is worth
noting that the Pennsylvania Department of Education replaced the 11th grade PSSA reading exam with
the Literature Keystone exam. Students must pass the Literature Keystone exam in order to graduate from
high school. In 2019, still less than 72 percent of the 11th grade students in Pennsylvania scored proficient
or higher on the Literature Keystone exams. This means that potentially 28 percent of 11th grade students
in Pennsylvania have a basic or below basic understanding of the English language (Pennsylvania
Department of Education, 2020a). Although we all want this to be at 0 percent, 28 percent is not a terrible
statistic. It is, of course, significantly better than the NAEP’s report that 63 percent of the nation’s twelfth
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grade students have a basic or below basic understanding of the English language (The Nation’s Report
Card, 2020).
These conflicting statistics make it unclear how well students are actually performing in ELA.
Perhaps the NAEP is reliable for the assessment of the nation’s achievement. The PSSA and Keystone
exams could be just as reliable for the state’s achievement. After all, the NAEP measures the nation, and
it is possible that Pennsylvania is simply scoring that much higher than the national average. Albeit, it is
possible that one or both of the exams are invalid for measuring students’ success in ELA.
There is no way to know that all of the data is truly accurate. What I glean from this is that the
most accurate ways to assess students’ abilities of communication is through authentic assessments in my
own classroom. From what I have experienced, students need help in learning how to communicate, and
ELA is the place in which to guide them. This actually correlates well with the data from above: It is clear
that no matter the exact statistics, our students – which means our teachers, as well – can be doing better.
A Decrease in Authentic Writing
ELA teachers need to divide instruction time between receptive and expressive communication, a
balance not always well or easily created. The biggest focus is on reading. This is evident in the Common
Core State Standards Initiative’s (2018) table of contents of ELA standards. For Kindergarten through
fifth grade, four out of the 10 categories of standards refer specifically to reading standards. For the
remaining six categories of standards, two categories refer to writing standards, two categories refer to
English language standards, and two categories refer to speaking and listening standards, combined into
one topic. The spread is similar for six-12th grade ELA standards (p. 2).
It is also evident that speaking and listening receive the least amount of attention, not only
because of their tiny allotment in the standards, but because of the nature of standardized assessments.
Inauthentic to real life, students take an individual exam in total isolation from other human beings – no
speaking or listening allowed. Of course, the Common Core State Standards Initiative (2018) does not
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dictate to teachers how much time to spend on teaching each standard or that other standards are not
allowed (p. 6).
However, some teachers might be sticking pretty closely to the presented layout of the standards,
specifically with regards to the lack of writing standards. While, in theory, a good reader produces a good
writer, a writer must also practice writing in order to be “good.” Despite this seemingly obvious fact,
Applebee and Langer (2006) report that students are not required to write much at all in the ELA
classroom. The decrease of time that students are spending writing might be due to the increase of
standardized exams and national standards, which, as stated, emphasize reading over writing (Lapp &
Fisher, 2011). In particular, Brindle, Graham, Harris, and Hebert (2015) discovered in a national survey
that third and fourth grade students spend, at most, 25 minutes in school a day writing. Additionally,
results from the survey show that teachers give instruction in writing for only 15 minutes a day (947).
This correlates well with Applebee and Langer’s (2006) research which found that almost half of all high
school seniors are almost never required to write an essay consisting of three or more pages in length, a
task frequently assigned at the collegiate level (p. 28). Furthermore, Lapp and Fisher (2011) report that in
recent years, the amount of time students are writing in other subjects (math, science, and social studies)
has decreased. However, Common Core literacy standards in history and science have yet to show an
increase in writing time in these areas. Overall, teachers agree that students need to write more in all
subjects (Lapp & Fisher, 2011).
To add further insult to injury, some teachers argue that, because the writing practice remains
specifically for standardized exams, students are capable of producing only “formulaic writing” (Lapp &
Fisher, 2011), which is “good enough” but not really interesting or an example of the students’ best work
(Applebee & Langer, 2006, p. 2). In other words, students spend a lot of time writing conventional essays
(Miller, 2008, 41). However, Miller (2008) spent time teaching his 11th grade students how to write in
non-conventional, creative genres. These students actually wrote non-conventional responses on
standardized exams such as the ACT, SAT, and AP exams, and scored just as well as, if not better than,
other students who wrote conventional essays (p. 41). This is exactly what I learned to do in my grammar
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class in high school: I wrote essays with the “thesis statement” at the end or with no “thesis statement” at
all. I wrote about literature and about personal experience. Because the focus of the class was on
grammar, I was free to choose my topic, genre, and format. Even based simply on the peer-reviewed
information presented, more writing instruction with a greater diversity of available genres could help
students perform better not only in terms of standardized testing but also in terms of overall
communication.
Current Models for Teaching Writing
Most of the models for teaching writing simply include teaching strategies that are simply best
practices across all of the subject areas. For example, teachers are advised to create a comprehensive plan
for content instruction in order to maximize teaching time. While doing this, teachers consider holidays,
their students’ activity schedules, and first-week socialization activities in order to build a collaborative
classroom environment (Roseboro, 2013). Furthermore, several specific recommendations exist for
writing instruction, which are discussed as follows.
The Writing Process
Although he certainly was not the first to think so, Don Murray was certainly one of the most
famous to declare writing as developmental rather than a single piece of output. His theory of writing
illustrates the difference between drivel and art:
It is the process of discovery through language. It is the process of exploration of what
we should know and what we feel about what we know through language. It is the
process of using language to learn about our world, to evaluate what we learn about our
world, to communicate what we learn about our world. (Newkirk & Miller, 2009)
Murray’s eloquent ideology is typically accepted today as a standard, methodical approach known as
“process-oriented” instruction (Applebee and Langer, 2006, p. i), or simply, the writing process. Murray’s
original delineation of the writing process included three stages: prewriting, writing, and rewriting, as
displayed in table three. The process has since been broken down into various forms and sometimes given
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additional steps. In particular, Pasquarelli (2006) includes three additional steps: publishing, sharing, and
evaluating. A plethora of other authors refer to the writing process without specific thought to its stages,
as the writing process is a well-known approach to writing instruction (Applebee & Langer, 2006; Brindle
et al., 2015; Collins & Norris, 2017; Haussamen, 2003; Hillocks & Smith, 2003).

Table 3
Murray, Lapp and Fisher, and Pasquarelli's Writing Processes, with definitions
Don Murray

Lapp and Fisher

Susan Lee Pasquarelli

Prewriting

Plan

Planning

Writing

Draft

Drafting

Revise

Revising

Edit

Editing

Publish

Publishing

Rewriting

Sharing

Evaluating

Definition of Stage
Brainstorming
Coming up with ideas
Performing research
Creating a first copy of
the composition
Getting the thoughts
down on paper
Rearranging and
recreating the content
Making the piece
“better”
Correcting the
grammar
Creating a final copy
Putting it in a place
where others can read it
Allowing others to read
and respond
Determining the
effectiveness of the
piece
Evaluating strengths
and weaknesses of the
piece

Note. Adapted from Newkirk, 2009; Lapp & Fisher, 2011; and Pasquarelli, 2006.
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The writing process, perhaps not appropriately named, is also known for its recursive nature: that
is, a writer can return back to any stage at any time (Lapp & Fisher, 2011). The writing process works
particularly well with writing by genre, which I discuss next.
Lapp and Fisher (2011) also raise the question about what the writing process looks like today, in
a 21st century context. Many schools are moving towards a one-to-one technology initiative, and a large
amount of writing occurs online. Perhaps the writing process needs to be adapted to meet the current
processes in students’ 21st century lives.
Writing by Genre
The most popular way to structure the teaching of composition is by dividing the year in writing
up by genre. The Common Core State Standards Initiative (2020), in particular, assesses argumentative,
informational, and narrative writing, which is why many sources choose to focus on these genres
(Calkins, 2015). However, other sources suggest also including poetry and drama (Roseboro, 2013;
Pasquarelli, 2006). By working through one genre at a time, students can define and master Pasquarelli’s
three components of writing, seen in table four.

Table 4
Pasquarelli's Three Components of Writing
“(a) the recursive stages of the writing
process—planning, drafting, revising, editing,
publishing, and sharing”
“(b) the English language arts conventions
(grammar, spelling, and mechanics)”
“(c) the nature of each writing genre”

Note. Adapted from Pasquarelli, 2006, p. 2.
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Typically, the process for incorporating these components in the classroom includes allowing
students to work through the writing process (component a); building students’ understanding of uses of
the English language in grammar instruction (component b); and showing an example of the genre and
defining the traits of the genre (component c) (Pasquarelli, 2006, p. 3). Notice that the approach of writing
by genre incorporates the writing process directly into instruction. And by structuring the teaching of
these genres over the course of the year, with a process-oriented spiraling curriculum, teachers scaffold
their instruction so that students – especially those striving to write – grow in their abilities to produce
more complex and sophisticated writing as time goes on.
Writing Workshop
Instructional time with middle level students is short, and teachers have to cover both receptive
and expressive forms of language, with, again, the focus on reading and writing. Some teachers choose to
engage their students in writing by structuring writing time as a writing workshop. During this time, the
teacher shares examples and mentor texts, mini-lessons on specific skills are given, and then students are
free to write (Alexander, 2019).
During the workshop, students move through the writing process at their own pace. Many
students struggle specifically with the revision and editing stage, but all students struggle uniquely.
Students might struggle with content, grammar, and/or aspects of a particular genre (Alexander, 2019, p.
84). While students are writing, the teacher is able to conference one-on-one with each student,
addressing the particular needs of each learner and forming small groups for intensive writing instruction
(Calkins & TCRWP Colleagues, 2020). Revision mini-lessons can be taught at any time to a large or
small group on any challenging skill (Pasquarelli, 2006, p. 3). Students can also use this time to quietly
discuss their writing with each other, strengthening speaking and listening skills (Pasquarelli, 2006, p. 89;
Alexander, 2019, p. 90)
America’s Choice created one such model for writing workshop and divides a 90-minute class
between writing and reading workshops. In the reading portion of the class, students read texts that, of
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course, enhance reading skills. These texts can then serve as mentor texts for the writing workshop.
Therefore, students examine texts as both a writer and a reader, connecting the concepts (Lawrence &
Jefferson, 2015, p. 18). This ties nicely into Pasquarelli’s (2006) component c of writing, in which
students explore the “nature of each writing genre” (p. 2). However, Calkins (2015) argues that, despite
the clear relationship, reading and writing should actually be assessed separately in order to accurately
diagnose strengths and challenges in each area (p. 2). Writing workshop allows frequent writing
assessment to happen because of the student-teacher interactions which occur naturally during the
workshop. (Calkins & TCRWP Colleagues, 2020).
Student Voice
According to the Great Schools Partnership (2013), “student voice refers to the values, opinions,
beliefs, perspectives, and cultural backgrounds of individual students and groups of students in a school,
and to instructional approaches and techniques that are based on student choices, interests, passions, and
ambitions.” Increasing students’ voice and choice in writing can motivate students through the writing
process. For example, having a variety of relevant posters around the classroom helps inspire students to
be creative in the prewriting process (Means & Lindner, 1998). Alternatively, student-driven discussions
can lead to passionate conversation and written thought (Alexander, 2019, p. 36). When learners can
choose their own writing topics, inspired by activities such as these, assessment becomes more equitable
because it is actually based on writing instead of knowledge of a teacher-determined topic (Calkins, 2015,
p. 19).
Neither are student chosen topics a worthless activity instructional-wise. Means and Lindner
(1998) report that students have a greater willingness to receive criticism and instruction when they care
about their writing. During writing workshop, a best-practice-oriented teacher will reinforce strong
portions of the students’ writing (Brindle et al., 2015, p. 936). Therefore, the students develop their
writing abilities through their own ideas.
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Asking students to write on a daily basis in writing workshop becomes easier when students are
able to write about their interests. This also allows them to contemplate themselves and their own
thinking throughout the spectrum of school subjects (Roseboro, 2013, p. 59; Alexander, 2019, p. 46). For
example, students researching and writing about their own names both involves students personally in the
writing process and motivates them to do their best work (Roseboro, 2013, p. 232). This writing activity
could fit into several genres of writing, incorporating both the writing process and Pasquarelli’s (2006)
components.
The History of Grammar
Grammar Ideology
Differing views of the study of grammar result from a complicated history of ideology. Table five
displays the two common grammar ideologies and the resulting instructional practices that originated in
these ideologies. In the 18th and 19th centuries, an explosion in creation of words in the English language
generated the need for standardization of spelling and vocabulary (Huttenlock, 2017). Scholars took
control of the English language by publishing dictionaries and thesauruses for Standard English, which
focused on Latin modes and left out other English dialects (Gartland & Smolkin, 2016). As a result,
school teachers began to teach students how they should use grammar to create verbal and written
language. This approach, known as prescriptive grammar, told students the rules to follow (Shuster, 2003;
Huttenlock, 2017). From the prescriptive grammar ideology came the practice of traditional grammar, in
which students study the parts of speech and correct usage. The majority of students are dissatisfied by
traditional grammar, which has developed into traditional school grammar, because of its isolation from
significant meaning in writing context (Lapp & Fisher, 2011). That is, traditional school grammar became
its own subject, taught in a class completely separate from its reading and writing counterparts.
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Table 5
Ideologies and Resulting Practices of the Study of Grammar
Prescriptive Grammar

Descriptive Grammar

Ideology

Resulting practice

Traditional Grammar

Functional
Grammar
Formal Grammar

Systemic
Functional
Grammar

In the 1960s, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) realized that traditional
grammar instruction in isolation from composition was not helpful to students. Instead, NCTE found that
this type of grammar instruction decreases students’ motivation in the subject of grammar, does not
improve students’ writing, and results in prejudice against forms of nonstandard English (Haussamen,
2003, pp. xiv-xv) (Hillocks & Smith, 2003, p. 730). Subsequently, the NCTE had grammar instruction
totally removed from curriculums across the country instead of working to fix the issues with the subject
(Haussamen, 2003, p. xiv; Gartland & Smolkin, 2016, p. 392).
During this time, a newer ideology was developed. Linguists began to describe how language is
instead of how language should be (Gartland & Smolkin, 2016, p. 392). Out of this ideology, coined as
descriptive grammar, came two practices of grammar, also displayed in table five. The first of these is
formal grammar, in which linguists determine commonalities of discourse between different languages.
For example, how are syntaxes similar, and why do they tend to develop in the same order in language
ability of infants? (Lapp & Fisher, 2011).
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Finally, functional grammar takes descriptive grammar a step further, connecting the
development of the structure of grammar to cognitive and social meaning. Functional grammar, therefore,
applies significance to the study of grammar: Students do not study the subject just because some people
believe they should. M.A.K. Halliday, a functional linguistic theorist, strongly believed in this concept
and developed systematic functional linguistics (SFL) for the purpose of aiding teachers to better impart
on their students the concepts of grammar. In this model, grammatical processes are not isolated from
other educational or “real-life” meanings (Lapp & Fisher, 2011).
Halliday’s theories were put to the test in schools in Sydney, Australia. Following this model,
SFL theories were used in California to analyze the state standards to determine how language demands
might be made more meaningful. Specifically, the SFL practices were used to support the language
development for English language learners (ELLs), although all students benefit from SFL. Out of this
came the California History Project (CHP), which provided teachers with professional development
opportunities in SFL (Lapp & Fisher, 2011). Additionally, Halliday’s theories have since spread to other
parts of the country. Specifically, the Pennsylvania Department of Education (2019) requires in its
Subject Specific Requirements that ELA certification candidates, for grades seven through 12,
“[demonstrate] a knowledge of and competence in… grammatical theory and linguistic practice.” This
means that new teachers in Pennsylvania should have a knowledge of Halliday’s SFL theories. However,
Gartland and Smolkin (2016) report that many new teachers have not studied grammar nor do they feel
comfortable teaching the little knowledge they have (p. 391, 393). Several of my peers report feeling
intimated about teaching grammar because their own grammar experiences are fragmented (Anonymous,
personal communication, April 2, 2020). Likewise, I have received no formal grammar training in my
own teacher preparation program.
Sentence Diagramming
The practice of sentence diagramming originated in 1877 with Brainerd Kellogg, professor at
Brooklyn Poytechnic Institute and later Dean of Faculty and head of Philology and English Departments;
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and Alonzo Reed, teacher and author of popular grammar books (Florey, 2006). Kellogg and Reed’s
system of sentence diagramming immediately “swept through American public schools like the measles”
(Florey, 2006, p. 40), and was a popular tool to teach American standard English grammar up through the
1950s. During these 75 years of intense grammar practice, students memorized and practiced grammar
rules in drills and exercises in classes focused solely on grammar.
When the 1960’s hit, NCTE and other educational policy makers who were converting to the
descriptive grammar ideology determined that sentence diagramming lacked value because its total
estrangement from writing instruction did not improve students’ ability to write (Gartland & Smolkin,
2016; Huttenlock, 2017, p. 4). However, there was no immediate replacement for the traditional school
grammar practices. Instead, national policy began to simply eliminate intense grammar instruction in
favor of improving overall student achievement in basic reading and mathematics skills. The national
government’s increasing involvement in the education systems across the country over the years allowed
for more funding and more standardization: In 2002, the Bush Administration signed into law the No
Child Left Behind Act – the beginning of national standards for the public education system.
Of course, national standards describe what students should learn, not how they should learn it, so
sentence diagramming, once part of popular educational practice, has not been included in these standards
or standardized assessments. Today, the Reed-Kellogg sentence diagramming system is a largely
unpopular educational teaching strategy because of its lack of relevancy. That is, is has been over 60
years since its golden age, and it has since been negatively regarded because of its association with
traditional school grammar. However, the practice is once more gaining approval in some English as a
Second Language (ESL) programs, progressive private schools, and a few public high schools, such as
my own (Florey, 2006). Jennings (2002) argues that sentence diagrams are only for those extremely
interested in composition or those who wish to write for the rest of their lives (p. 37), but I say, why
wouldn’t we want our students to be extremely interested in composition? Why wouldn’t we want our
students to write for the rest of their lives?
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Models for Grammar Instruction
The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy, developed
beginning in 2010, are “designed to prepare all students for success in college, career, and life by the time
they graduate from high school” (“English Language Arts Standards,” 2018). Grammar is not mentioned
specifically in the Common Core writing standards but rather in the Common Core language standards,
which still falls under the umbrella of ELA standards. According to these standards, students are expected
to “demonstrate command of the conventions of [S]tandard English grammar and usage when writing or
speaking” (Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social
Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects, 2018, p. 25). This implies that grammar should be regularly
integrated into ELA instruction.
Current Models of Grammar Instruction
Although linguists provide ideologies and broad practices for instruction, there is no one
particular way to teach grammar. Instead, educators implement what works for them.
Some teachers prefer that students know the grammar strategies before they begin writing.
Students understand and use grammar best when it is integrated throughout the entire Language Arts
curriculum, with students looking at the grammatical structures in their reading as well as practicing it in
their own writing (Gartland & Smolkin, 2016). In this way, students can use what they know about
grammar to make their own writing stronger from the beginning of the process (Ehrenworth & Vinton,
2005, p. 17) By framing grammar within the context of the entire writing process, educators help students
develop their ability to use grammar to create, not just revise.
Contrarily, other educators are in favor of providing grammar instruction solely through the
editing phase of the writing process (Pasquarelli, 2006, p. 11). By framing grammar within the editing
phase, educators clearly show to students the direct application of grammar, stressing the idea that
learning grammar for the sake of learning grammar is useless. If students are focused on creating
perfectly accurate writing, they will not be willing to be creative. This results in learners who are afraid to
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try new things and, eventually, adults who are afraid of writing (Shuster, 2003). An editing and revising
checklist, focusing on the grammar concepts that have been taught, can help students apply their new
knowledge without suppressing their creativity (Noden, 2011).
Even within this timing disagreement, there are a variety of methods which teachers use for
grammar instruction. Haussamen (2005) suggests first discussing the differences between standard and
nonstandard English and how people frequently engage in codeswitching, or electing to switch between
the two forms of English based on the speaker’s surroundings (p. 12). For example, a black American
student might speak in Ebonics with his family and black friends but switch to standard English when he
is in a setting with a group of white American friends. There is no way – or need – to truly “standardize”
the English language to eliminate codeswitching. Although most people have a basic idea of what sounds
“correct,” there is nothing wrong with nonstandard English, including dialects and vernaculars (Shuster,
2003). However, standard English can aid learners economically and politically because of its
professional impression (Moje & Sutherland, 2003, p. 152). At the same time, there is an intense creative
power in nonstandard English (Shuster, 2003; Haussamen, 2005). Roseboro (2013) suggests using short
stories and other fictional writing to introduce the grammar of dialects, which follow respective rules of
language. Ruday (2014) also capitalizes on this concept, stressing that mentor texts containing or lacking
grammar concepts can stress to students how and when to use those concepts. In turn, students have an
authentic model to create composition using specific grammar concepts.
Unfortunately, grammar is often totally disconnected from literature despite their natural
relationship (Haussamen, 2003, p. xi). Educators can model the everyday importance of grammar to
students by using authentic texts. For example, students can pattern sentences off of professional writing.
This allows learners to understand the function of a particular grammar structure in a “real” piece of
composition (Roseboro, 2013; Noden, 1999; Huttenlock, 2017). Similarly, Chiou (2019) conducted a
research study in which students researched grammar strategies while attempting to create an oral
presentation of a solution to a problem. The project-based approach allowed students to focus on the
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problem at hand rather than the grammar and showed positive results in knowledge of grammar (pp. 447,
449). Therefore, it appears that instruction involving solely worksheets and textbooks is not favorable.
Implications of Grammar Instruction
Research does not support a singular approach to grammar instruction. However, research does
support grammar instruction for the effects it has on students’ lives, when it is taught in the context of
writing instruction (Collins & Norris, 2017; Reedy, Bearne, & United Kingdom Literacy Association,
2013). First, grammar is tested on standardized exams along with composition. By participating in good
grammar instruction, students can achieve higher on standardized exams (Roseboro, 2013, p. 70).
However, ELA scores have not appeared to improve since the change from prescriptive to descriptive
grammar (Lapp and Fisher, 2011; PA Department of Education, 2020). In particular, the PSSA exams had
been rewritten in 2015 to better reflect the Common Core standards, which barely include grammar in the
first place. There is not enough data to suggest that grammar has or has not been the reason for a lack of
increase in ELA scores.
I do not go into a discussion of the validity of standardized exams at this time because there are
greater implications than this. Second, when students learn grammar in the context of the overall ELA
curriculum, teachers are able to use tier three words, such as the parts of speech, when providing feedback
on their students’ composition (Hillocks & Smith, 2003, p. 731). For example, the students can keep a
running list of parts of speech and definitions in multiple colors and categories in their journals
(Roseboro, 2013, p. 210). Teachers can then use the shared tier three jargon to not only improve
mechanics but more importantly the students’ quality of writing. Third, students will become better
writers because they will have less grammar mistakes in their writing, leading to more clear composition
and spoken rhetoric (Hillocks & Smith, 2003, p. 730; Roseboro, 2013, p. 207). Finally, and most
importantly, by developing their sophistication in language, students gain the “power, opportunity, and
voice” to change their worlds (Ehrenworth & Vinton, 2005, p. 15). Teachers can empower all students by
teaching them how to communicate effectively.

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

26

Implications of Sentence Diagramming
Functional linguists such as Halliday recognize an importance of grammar in the social context of
language – receptive and expressive – and have worked to get grammar back into the classroom.
However, educational professionals in the United States cannot seem to agree on the theories behind
teaching grammar (Lapp & Fisher, 2011). Although sentence diagramming has, for the most part, been
retired from the school system today, the occasional news article surfaces providing subjective thoughts
on the practice.
Some of the comments are negative and reflect on the reasons that traditional school grammar
dissolved in the first place. For example, a student has to know the parts of speech first before he can
begin to learn the strict rules for sentence diagramming (Florey, 2006). Even then, a lot of instruction and
time spent practicing must occur in order to gain the full benefits of the system (Wilson, Chappell, Smith,
Chapman, & Nichols, 2017). Furthermore, sentence diagramming does not make a student a better writer
(Florey, 2006). Rather, this depends on what a teacher does with the sentence diagramming.
For instance, when students are permitted to diagram socially, they can be incredibly engaged in
the material (Landecker, 2009). On top of that, when you are good at sentence diagramming, it is fun to
do (Landecker, 2009; Florey, 2006). More importantly, sentence diagramming can be appealing to
students because it explains abstract ideas in concrete, orderly, visual charts (Landecker, 2009). Once a
student recognizes patterns in language, because of his experience diagramming them, he knows how to
follow the patterns with his own writing (Wilson et al., 2017).
Sentence diagramming has also been used in the “real world,” although users report being taught
the practice in in primary school (Durling, 2018; Eichhorn, 2016, p. 85). This shows the practice’s
benefits beyond the classroom. For example, sentence diagrams have been used to make political
statements and analyze technical legal text (Ott, 2008; Durling, 2018; Eichhorn, 2016). These users aren’t
employing diagramming for writing purposes but for reading purposes. Imagine what sentence
diagramming could do for the entire ELA curriculum!
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A Gap in the Research
Not much is known about sentence diagramming as a descriptive approach. We do know that
M.A.K. Halliday, our renowned creator of Systemic Functional Linguistics – with its roots in descriptive
ideology – used tree diagrams to demonstrate the function of each word in its overall context of a
sentence. His tree diagram, as seen in figure three, is similar to sentence diagramming in its breakdown of
the sentence. Figure four displays the same sentence, “Kathryn supervised a thesis,” as a diagram.
Although the diagram of the sentence does not explicitly determine the function of the words in the same
way that Halliday’s tree diagram does, the functions are visible if one is aware of the rules of sentence
diagramming. For example, the subject and predicate are always separated by a vertical line that cuts the
main horizontal line. The grouping of words is a clause – as opposed to a phrase – only if there is a
vertical line that separates a nominal group and verbal group in this way. This proves that sentence
diagramming could be used for SFL.
A common trend of struggling young learners, nicknamed the “fourth-grade slump,” calls for
intervention practices that help students get back to their grade-level in literacy (Lapp and Fisher, 2011).
Unimpressive standardized test scores and a lack of writing time in the classroom do not provide
confidence that students are rising from their slump in terms of writing. Unfortunately, there is a lack of
research on using sentence diagramming in a public middle school classroom. Furthermore, there is a lack
of research on using sentence diagramming in the context of writing. Therefore, as of now, it is unknown
if sentence diagramming could boost middle level students in their composition. Surely, if sentence
diagramming were to be brought back into the classroom, Halliday’s systemic functional linguistic
theories must be considered. There is no point in learning how to diagram if a greater understanding of
language is not considered.
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clause

subject

predicate

complement

nominal group

verbal group

nominal group

thing

event

deictic

thing

proper noun

verb

determiner

noun

Kathryn

supervised

a

thesis

Figure 3. SFL breakdown of the sentence ‘Kathryn supervised a thesis.’ Adapted from the example from
Lapp and Fisher, 2011.

Figure 4. SFL breakdown of the sentence ‘Kathryn supervised a thesis.’ Adapted from the example from
Kathryn
supervised
Lapp
and Fisher,
2011.

thesis

Figure 4. Sentence diagram of the sentence 'Kathryn supervised a thesis.'

Figure 5. Sentence diagram of the sentence 'Kathryn supervised a thesis.'
Because there are so few educators of sentence diagramming, especially at the middle school
level, and there are virtually no resources available in terms of curricula or lesson plans for those teachers
who wish to do so, research lacks in the area of sentence diagramming. A research study in this topic will
provide more illumination as to whether or not more teachers could use sentence diagramming in the
middle level ELA classroom. My research thus far drove me to explore the following inquiry: In what
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ways does using sentence diagramming as a tool to teach English grammar affect middle level students’
composition within the context of composition instruction?
Chapter Summary
In this literature review, I described the importance of ELA instruction overall. Despite the
importance, NAEP reports that students fall well below where they should be in terms on achievement in
ELA (The Nation's Report Card, 2020). In Pennsylvania specifically, around 40 percent of grade eight
students have a basic or below basic understanding of the English language (Pennsylvania Department of
Education, 2020b; Elhadri, M., personal communication, August 28, 2019). Even so, a focus on
standardized testing has resulted in less writing and more “formulaic” writing (Applebee & Langer, 2006;
Lapp & Fisher, 2011). Second, I explored how writing is being taught in classrooms today. Teachers
focus on Don Murray’s writing process and split the year in writing up by genre (Newkirk & Miller,
2009; Applebee & Langer, 2006; Brindle et al., 2015; Collins & Norris, 2017; Haussamen, 2003; Hillocks
& Smith, 2003; Calkins, 2015; Roseboro, 2013; Pasquarelli, 2006). Less often, teachers engage students
in writing workshops and incorporate their students’ voice and choice into writing activities and
assignments (Alexander, 2019; Calkins & TCRWP Colleagues, 2020; Pasquarelli, 2006; Calkins, 2015;
Roseboro, 2013). Third, I reviewed the history of grammar ideologies and how this has created and
dismantled sentence diagrammig. Sentence diagramming came from a long history of traditional school
grammar establish by grammar prescriptionists (Shuster, 2003; Huttenlock, 2017; Lapp & Fisher, 2011;
Haussamen, 2003; Hillocks & Smith, 2003; Gartland & Smolkin, 2016). In the 1960s, NCTE and national
policy brought an end to sentence diagramming and other intensive forms of grammar instruction, led by
descriptionist theory (Gartland & Smolkin, 2016; Huttenlock, 2017). Fourth, I explored how grammar is
being taught in classrooms today. Although grammar is included in the Common Core State Standards
Initiative standards, there are disagreements about when and how to lead grammar instruction. However,
it is clear that grammar instruction needs to occur because of the effects it has on students’ schooling and
lives. This led to a discussion of sentence diagramming and how it has been used in the “real world” but
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not necessairly in classrooms in the US. Finally, I discussed the lack of research on sentence
diagramming, especially with regard to public middle school classrooms and SFL theories. It is possible
that sentence diagramming could be a technique to help middle school students excel in ELA, where they
are so clearly challenged. All of this has led to design a mixed methods research project on how sentence
diagramming can affect a middle level student’s composition, which I detail in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3: Study Methodology
I conducted a mixed methods research study to examine the effect of using sentence diagramming
to teach writing to a middle grades student. To explore how sentence diagramming influences a learner’s
writing, I taught four lessons of sentence diagramming to an eighth grade learner. The following research
questions guided my investigation: (1) In what ways does using sentence diagramming as a tool to teach
English grammar affect a middle level student’s composition within the context of composition
instruction? and (2) Can sentence diagramming be engaging enough to captivate the attention of my
writers?
The Research Approach
A mixed methods approach was the most appropriate type of research design for this research.
Creswell (2009) wrote:
Mixed methods research is an approach to inquiry that combines or associates both qualitative
and quantitative forms. It involves philosophical assumptions, the use of qualitative and
quantitative approaches, and the mixing of both approaches in a study. Thus, it is more than
simply collecting and analyzing both kinds of data; it also involves the use of both approaches in
tandem so that the overall strength of a study is greater than either qualitative of quantitative
research. (p. 4)
For the purposes of this study, qualitative research was appealing because of its focus on the participant.
There is not a singular best approach to grammar instruction because great teachers differ their instruction
based on the needs of a particular student or group of students through observation, reflection, and
appropriate response (Calkins, 2015, p. 3). Furthermore, instruction and learning of sentence
diagramming is a complex situation that cannot be, nor needs to be, generalized to other educational
endeavors. At the same time, quantitative methods also had a certain appeal because of its analysis of
statistical findings. While I cannot generalize my results to other students or classrooms, the numbers at
least provided a little bit of credibility. Therefore, a mixed methods design allowed me to take data from
conversation with the student as well as from counted sentences from the student’s writing. I combined
these pieces of data to produce findings that are stronger than they would have been independently.
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I chose a concurrent embedded strategy to collect both qualitative data from my student and
quantitative data from her writing. Creswell (2009) wrote:
[T]he concurrent embedded strategy of mixed methods can be identified by its used of one data
collection phase, during which both quantitative and qualitative data are collected
simultaneously[…]. […] [T]he data may […] reside side by side as two different pictures that
provide an overall composite assessment of the problem. (p. 214)
Because my research is arranged around the process of teaching and the source of data is the student, the
most authentic way to collect data and still actually instruct the student was through a research strategy
that allowed simultaneous collection of data. A concurrent strategy created a research setting in which I
could teach and collect qualitative and/or quantitative data at any given point of the instructional time. An
embedded strategy worked well because I was able to focus on the qualitative data collection – because
the process of teaching and learning is a complex, non-numerically described situation – but I was also
able to collect quantitative data within my qualitative setting, as displayed in figure five.

quantitative data
collection
QUALITATIVE DATA
COLLECTION

Analysis of findings
Figure 5. Concurrent embedded strategy. Adapted from Creswell, 2009, p. 210.

Figure 6. Concurrent embedded strategy. Adapted from Creswell, 2009, p. 210.

Additionally, a concurrent embedded strategy is appropriate because, instead of separating the
qualitative and quantitative data out for comparison, the findings are presented together to create a bigger
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picture. In summary, a requirement of an authentic educational setting with strength of data directed me to
a mixed methods concurrent embedded strategy for my research.
Participant Recruitment
Participant recruitment was a challenging process. Initially, the research project was supposed to
occur in the context of my student teaching placement in the fall of 2019. However, due to the school
board’s policy on research, I was unable to complete the study at that time. I then reached out to my own
alma mater and the teacher of my high school sentence diagramming class. Again, I hit a brick wall with
the research policy. At this point, a student was referred by my supervisor. I reached out to the student’s
parent, who has an interest in the results of my work. The parent permitted her student to take place in the
study, and both signed an Institutional Review Board-approved consent form (see appendixes A and B).
Therefore, the participant was recruited via volunteer sampling.
The student participant was a middle level learner with no prior experience with sentence
diagramming. The participant was offered compensation in the form of a small snack of choice, which has
been provided upon the completion of the data collection.
Participant Protection
In the consent letter, the student and her parent were made aware that the student would be
permitted to withdraw from the research at any time without penalty. Because there is one participant
only, she is referred to as “the participant,” “the student,” or “the learner” throughout the rest of the study.
The student will not be referred to by name in any instance. Only after both letters of consent were signed
and returned did the research begin. All of the handwritten data and any personal information has been
destroyed upon completion of this thesis.
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Positionality
Positionality in the realm of educational research is an interesting concept for the same reasons
that a concurrent embedded strategy was the most appropriate choice for this project. Of course, a
researcher wishes to make her report valid. However, the report cannot be valid if it does not come from
an authentic source. Therefore, because I am serving as teacher and researcher, my positionality in these
roles must be considered.
Teacher
First and foremost, I am a teacher. I have completed this research in an effort to improve my
practice. This is significantly different than if I chose to teach a few lessons in order to improve my
research. Instead, my interest in my findings lies primarily in the implications they have for my own
classroom. Additionally, the work I have completed here will inspire me to have an inquiry stance as I
find and analyze the best practices for my classroom. Although I do not have years of experience as an
educator, I have been in the classroom every semester of my college preparation program, and I have
been teaching for as long as I have been able to form the words to share what I know. I know without a
doubt that I am meant to teach.
My personal philosophy of education stresses first the concept of student-teacher relationship. I
do believe that a student will not learn from a teacher that he does not respect. Establishment of this
relationship must occur before any learning will begin. For this reason, I inquired about my participant’s
hobbies and interests. We developed a relationship of genuine trust and knowledge of one another. Then,
I was able to tailor my lessons toward her. Then, after the research was completed, I reached out to thank
my gracious participant. In this communication, the parent mentioned that the student was challenged in
school with the concept of direct objects, and I was able to provide brief instruction based on the sentence
diagramming we had done for the data collection portion of this research. I, for one, do not stop teaching
after I have left the classroom.
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Second, according to my own philosophy, a teacher must create engagement in her classroom
through the use of authentic material. Students care about concepts that concern them. Therefore, learning
experiences must involve a topic that interests or situation that affects the students. These philosophies
partly led to my second research question, which asks, can sentence diagramming be engaging enough to
captivate the attention of my writers? Sentence diagramming was certainly authentic to me as a high
school learner. Sentence diagramming is still authentic to me as a teacher. However, I value diversity in
my students, and I have learned to appreciate that not all of them will enjoy grammar instruction as much
as I do. Thus I was simultaneously interested and concerned about how a middle level learner would
perceive and react to sentence diagramming instruction.
Researcher
Because of my passion for teaching, I had to reflect constantly during the data collection portion
of this project. I was, of course, teaching the student throughout this process. But the goal was not for the
student to learn (although that is every teacher’s desire, whether in the midst of research or not). Instead,
the goal was to answer the research questions. I did my best to create an educational setting influenced by
all of my training in best practices. However, my perspective was intentionally shifted towards the role of
researcher. I had excellent support from my supervisor to design this study through the eyes of a
researcher.
Although my natural interest pointed toward the teaching aspects of this project, I did not find it
difficult to become the researcher throughout this process. I am a naturally curious person, and so a desire
to explore my research questions drove my work. This led to an extreme broadening of my understanding
of educational research and philosophy. Interestingly, I feel much more prepared to lead my own
classroom in grammar instruction after completing this thesis.
Therefore, my roles as teacher and researcher throughout this process resulted in a cyclical
improvement of my practice. These simultaneous perspectives created the perfect conditions for a
concurrent embedded approach for the data collection and analysis, which I discuss next.
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The Sentence Diagramming Lessons
I created and taught to my participant four one-hour (or less) tutoring sessions. During each of
these sessions, I taught a lesson about writing through sentence diagramming. These lessons spread over
the course of four weeks, each occurring on a Sunday afternoon in January-February of 2020. These
tutoring sessions occurred at a Barnes and Nobles café, as agreed upon with the participant’s parent. The
parent remained in the general vicinity while the sessions took place. The lesson plans, found in
appendixes C through F, contain the instructions of the sentence diagramming and writing. The lessons
are highly detailed, for replication purposes. Table six displays the goals for each lesson and the activities
that the participant completed in order to reach those goals. The content for the lessons was based on my
extensive review of the literature as well as my experiences learning sentence diagramming.

Table 6.
Goals and Activities for Each of the 4 Lessons
Lesson

Major Goals
Discover why meaningful communication
is important

•
•

Assess current writing ability of the
student
Determine a subject, simple subject,
predicate, and simple predicate in
different types of sentences

•
•
•

Lesson 1

Activities Accomplished
Discussed common grammar errors and
their implications
Created a definition of ‘meaningful
sentences’
Wrote a paragraph on a topic of choice
Listened to definitions of subject,
predicate, simple subject, and simple
predicate
Divided sentences between simple
subject and simple predicate with a
pencil line
Added horizontal lines and diagonal
lines to the sentences already split
vertically

Create a sentence diagram for simple
sentences

•

•

Read already created sentence diagrams

•

Read through a series of provided
sentence diagrams for practice after
being shown an example.

•

Create sentence diagrams for simple
sentences with and without modifiers and
clauses

•

Used string and notecards to create
sentence diagrams
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Develop knowledge of fragments, simple
sentences, compound sentences, complex
sentences, compound-complex sentences,
and run-ons

•

Explored the creation of sentence
diagrams using string and notecards for
fragments, simple sentences, compound
sentences, complex sentences,
compound-complex sentences, and runons in order to create a working
definition of each one

Create diagrams for fragments, simple
sentences, compound sentences, complex
sentences, compound-complex sentences,
and run-ons

•

Practiced creating sentence diagrams of
fragments, simple sentences, compound
sentences, complex sentences,
compound-complex sentences, and runons with pencil and paper
Wrote out fragments, simple sentences,
compound sentences, complex
sentences, compound-complex
sentences, and run-ons which were
illustrated in diagrams
Created diagrams of her own work
Created diagrams of sentences from
Every Day by David Levithan
Rewrote any sentences from her work
that the diagram showed was unclear or
confusing
Reviewed content from the lessons
Completed a survey to express opinions
Wrote a new paragraph on a topic of
choice

•

Lesson 3

Lesson 4

Use sentence diagramming to identify
confusing or unclear writing

•
•

Use sentence diagramming to revise
confusing or unclear writing

•

Assess growth and learning

•
•
•

Data Collection
Throughout the course of the four lessons, I collected qualitative data through two writing
samples; informal conversation during the lessons; and a final interview on Google Docs. I also collected
quantitative data through the two writing samples as well as the final interview on google docs. The
concurrent embedded strategy design evidently consists of “one data collection phase, during which both
quantitative and qualitative data are collected simultaneously” (Creswell, 2009, p. 214). However,
authentically, learning does not occur all in one phase, but across time as ideas are repeated and cemented
into the brain, which is why I chose to teach four lessons across the period of four weeks. Consequently, I
perceive the “data collection phase” as one step in the process, rather than as a specific period of time
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and space. This step, then, is broken into four distinct but continuous lessons. The lessons all feature the
same essential questions, learning goals, and corresponding Pennsylvania state standards. I collected data
throughout all four of these lessons, which is why I consider this as “one data collection phase” (Creswell,
2009, p. 214).
First, the participant provided two samples of her written work. The first sample was taken prior
to the first lesson to assess the learner’s writing ability before any sentence diagramming instruction took
place. This is necessary to compare to the second sample taken at the end of the fourth lesson. The
participant was able to choose her topic, which removed any confounding due to background knowledge.
The second form of data collection which occurred was personal interaction with the participant.
The process of one-on-one tutoring naturally led to frequent informal formative assessment of the
learner’s understanding of the concepts. In my analysis of the data, I discuss the learner’s participation in
the lessons, the learner’s diagramming of sentences, the learner’s experience with sentence diagramming,
and any other informal conversation that had arisen as a result of the lessons. This is the kind of data that
made a concurrent embedded strategy so valuable.
Finally, just prior to creating the last written sample, the participant took part in a final survey.
This survey, delivered in the form of a google form, collected data about the participant’s learning
throughout the tutoring sessions as well as her opinions of the practices. For example, in this interview, I
asked the participant to describe when she learned that a simple sentence has one subject and one
predicate. The purpose of these types of questions was to determine how much of the participant’s
knowledge came from previous learning. I also asked the learner to identify how her writing had changed
(gotten worse, stayed the same, or improved) over the course of these lessons. This type of question
allowed the participant to self-assess her learning. This self-assessment may or may not have been
accurate, but may have provided good insight into the participant’s thoughts of the lessons. The rest of the
survey can be found in appendix F (along with the participant’s answers) and at the following link:
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScWA1TjrtHiXVNqO4pUqQacySedZyPPA463YVkC6VJM
1YnMEA/viewform
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Data Analysis
As stated previously, a mixed methods design involves analyzing both qualitative and
quantitative data to provide a more clear picture of the results, and a concurrent embedded strategy
involves analyzing both types of data simultaneously rather than separately (Creswell, 2009, pp. 4, 214).
Although quantitative data collection was embedded in the qualitative data collection, both types of data
serve to strengthen the results of the research.
First, I analyzed the participant’s before and after writing samples. I did this by comparing and
contrasting sentence structures and uses of punctuation. I discovered and reported on trends in the
participant’s work. I examined how the meanings and clarity of her sentences were affected by her
grammar. I also analyzed the writing samples quantitatively by identifying the percentages of different
types of sentences in her work:
•

Total Number of Sentences

•

Number of Complete Sentences

•

Number of Run-on Sentences

•

Number of Fragmented Sentences

•

Number of Simple Sentences

•

Number of Compound Sentences

•

Number of Complex Sentences

•

Number of Compound-Complex Sentences

•

Number of Sentences with Misplaced Modifiers

•

Number of Sentences without Misplaced Modifiers

•

Number of Correct Comma Usages

•

Number of Incorrect Comma Usages
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Looking at these numbers allowed me to make specific references to the participant’s use and
understanding of grammar. I can assess whether she mastered the skills I taught through her writing, as
the focus of the lessons was on writing and not on whether or not she could accurately diagram sentences.
Next, I was able to add to the learner’s assessment of her knowledge through her own perceptions of
her abilities. The conversations that we had during these lessons created a clearer picture of the
participant as a student, and specifically, as a writer.
Finally, I analyzed the interview from the end of the lessons to further my understanding of the
participant as a writer. I compared the information from the survey to her self-assessment as a writer. The
thoughts from this interview greatly helped to provide insight to the second research question, can
sentence diagramming be engaging enough to captivate the attention of my writers?
Credibility
Because this was my first attempt at formal research, I admit that credibility was not my main
concern during the research process. This does not, however, mean that I did not take care to preserve the
organic facts presented in this thesis. Of course, the lesson plans were created in advance of the lessons.
After the lessons occurred, I returned to these documents and updated them to reflect any minute
discrepancies that occurred during the tutoring session. For example, I changed my wording about run-on
sentences after interacting with the learner. As an observative teacher, I notice whether my students are
following the information or if they need it presented in a new way. If these lessons were ever to be
replicated for the purpose of authenticating the research, the wording must of course remain the same as is
documented in appendixes C through F.
Additionally, I met frequently with my supervisor to ensure appropriate procedure of the process.
This led to clearer explanation and organization so that false interpretation is not likely. I intended,
initially, to give my participants pseudonyms in order to present a more clear and personal report of the
research findings. However, when my research narrowed to just one participant, this no longer became
necessary.
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Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I detailed a mixed methods study design using a concurrent embedded strategy. I
created four lesson plans to teach to a participant recruited through volunteer sampling. I shared the goals
and activities for the participant to complete during each lesson, and I explained that these four lessons
qualify as one data collection step. As per the concurrent embedded strategy, both qualitative and
quantitative data were collected and analyzed, which I discuss in chapter four.
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Chapter 4: Research Findings
In this chapter, I report on my findings of the student’s writing samples, informal conversation,
and final interview. For the most part, I analyzed this information using the Pennsylvania Department of
Education’s Standards Aligned System (PDESAS) eighth grade English Language Arts standards. These
standards gave me an objective way to discuss the proficiency of the student. Guidance from PDESAS
also permitted me to clearly define any effects on the student’s writing, rather than vaguely pointing out
differences in her work. To review, my research questions are (1) In what ways does using sentence
diagramming as a tool to teach English grammar affect a middle level student’s composition within the
context of composition instruction? and (2) Can sentence diagramming be engaging enough to captivate
the attention of my writers? Again, the PDESAS added great insight to the student’s writing samples to
examine question one. The student’s interview and conversation added to a response for question two.
The themes that emerged as I analyzed my research include the strength of the student as a writer
before the research project began, the improvement in clarity of the student’s writing throughout the
research project, the continual confusion in relation to comma usage, and, finally, a positive attitude
towards sentence diagramming overall.
The Student’s Strengths in Writing
Prior to the tutoring sessions, the learner’s parent, interested in the results, commented that the
student is a good writer, but she could use some help in the area of grammar. The student, according to
reports from parent and student, performs well in school and knows how to communicate effectively at or
above an appropriate ability for her age. She also understands the importance of and values meaningful
communication. During the tutoring lessons, she created, unprompted, a definition for “meaningful
sentence,” reporting that it is “something that says a lot in not a ton of words” and that “you can
understand what it means before you have to ask.” The learner proved her ability to communicate
effectively upon creating the following paragraph prior to instruction. I have typed the student’s work
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below as opposed to presenting a facsimile of her writing. However, the grammar and spelling remains
the same as her work:
When the leaves start to change colors and fall from the trees that’s how you know fall is coming.
They go from the normal green to red, yellow, and orange. After staying on the tree for a little
while, they fall. After they fall there are many different things you can do with them such as
building a leaf pile. To do this you rake all of the leaves into a giant pile. Once they are in a pile
you can jump into them. This causes them to go flying as you land. The process then starts over.
Although this is fun it will eventually end when the trees are bare, and snow is falling.
Even a short writing sample such as this displays the student’s ability to complete several of the PDESAS
standards for writing, which I discuss in the following sections. Whether the student has worked hard to
improve her ability or writing comes naturally, my assessment of the student’s abilities determine she is
on par for her grade level when it comes to writing. The following sections outline the student’s strengths
with regards to the PDESAS.
Writing Informatively
First, the learner chose to write informatively for both this first writing sample, as well as the
writing sample at the end of the tutoring sessions. She was given the choice of topic and genre, but chose
to use one of my provided topics, which were not questions but simply these random ideas:
•

Falling leaves

•

Coffee

•

Sprained ankles

•

Dancing

•

Haircuts

•

Dirty socks

The student included concrete details in the description of the colors of the leaves, and she
included an example of what you can do with leaves by describing jumping into a pile of them. These
examples show how the student was able to “[d]evelop the topic with relevant, well-chosen facts,
definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and examples” (E08.C.1.2.2), which falls
under the category “[w]rit[ing] informative/ explanatory texts” (CC.1.4.8.A) (PDESAS, 2020). Although
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this sample is too short to assess her abilities on the other standards under this category, it is clear that the
student adequately provides examples in informative texts. We can examine more examples of this in her
second writing sample, taken at the end of the tutoring sessions. The student chose, again, to write about a
provided topic and, again, informatively, this time about dirty socks. She created the following paragraph:
After gym class, everyone must change their shoes. When the shoes are taken off, the whole room
stinks. Some people may think this is because of the shoes, but it is really because of the dirty
socks. To reach the shoes, all of the sweat, and stench must go through the socks. Just think about
that! Most socks stink after being worn. They can be long, and short. They can also be worn by
someone old, or young. It doesn’t matter!
The student created an excellent explanation of why shoes stink. She effectively led into this concept by
describing a concrete experience that all eighth grade students are familiar with: gym class. The sentences
follow a natural flow that make sense and lead the reader directly to her point.
Active and Passive Voice
Second, the learner demonstrated the ability to “[f]orm and use verbs in the active and passive
voice” (E08.D.1.1.2) (PDESAS, 2020). Most of the student’s sentences, in both examples, are written in
active voice, for example:
•

“the leaves start to change”

•

“They go”

•

“you rake”

•

“everyone must change”

•

“socks stink”

However, the student also demonstrates her ability to form passive voice. She wrote, in her second
paragraph, “[w]hen the shoes are taken off.” The gym class is the one taking off its shoes, but the shoes
are the subject in the clause. I did provide instruction on active and passive voice during my tutoring
sessions. Therefore, the student must have this ability independently of my teaching.
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No Dangling or Misplaced Modifiers
Third, the student was able to “[p]lace phrases and clauses within a sentence” (E08.D.1.1.5)
(PDESAS, 2020). Interestingly, the learner had no dangling or misplaced modifiers any in her sentences
before or after instruction. There are several examples (identified in italics) of appropriately placed
modifiers in the student’s writing:
•

After staying on the tree for a little while, they fall.

•

After staying on the tree for a little while, they fall.

•

Although this is fun it will eventually end

The second half of the standards reads that the student should be able to “[recognize] and [correct]
misplaced and dangling modifiers” (PDESAS, 2020). Because the student did not struggle with this
concept, I did not focus on its instruction. I did teach the learner that when diagramming a sentence, all
modifiers need to be attached to the word they modify, both in the diagram and the written sentence.
However, we did not put this into practice in an explicit way: The learner naturally, without help, placed
words, phrases, and clauses in logical locations.
Complete Sentences
Next, the learner was able to “[p]roduce complete sentences” (E08.D.1.1.9) (PDESAS, 2020).
The learner created nine complete sentences, without any prompting, in both writing samples. In the first
sample, the learner created four simple sentences and five complex sentences. Not all of the sentences
were totally appropriately punctuated with regard to commas, but they all contained complete subjects
and predicates. Clearly, the student had strong background knowledge about including both a subject and
predicate in a complete sentence. In the interview after the tutoring lessons, the student indicated that she
“learned before the research project” that “a complete sentence must contain a subject and a predicate.”
Her self-assessment accurately reflected her ability.
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The second half of this standard states that the learner was able to “[recognize] and [correct]
inappropriate fragments and run-on sentences” (PDESAS, 2020). Again, because the student excelled in
this area, there were no sentences to correct and thus no way to assess her ability to do this. I taught the
learner how fragments and run-on sentences are diagrammed. This is a clear way to illustrate how these
sentences are different from complete sentences. She was able to accurately recognize and diagram these
types of incomplete sentences on her own following instruction. Her writing sample after instruction did
not include any fragments or run-on sentences.
Subject-Verb Agreement and Pronoun-Antecedent Agreement
Additionally, the student was able to “ensure subject-verb […] agreement” (E08.D.1.1.11)
(PDESAS, 2020). The student produced no examples of disagreement between subject and verb. Of
course, this means that, in all of her sentences, she produced examples of subject-verb agreement. For
instance, the learner wrote, “[w]hen the leaves start to change” as opposed to incorrectly writing “when
the leaves starts to change.”
The second half of his standard states that the student was able to “ensure[…] pronoun-antecedent
agreement” (PDESAS, 2020). For the majority of her writing, the student was able to perform this
standard. For instance, the student wrote, “[t]hey go from the normal green to red, yellow, and orange”
where they refers to leaves. I did not address pronoun-antecedent agreement in my lessons, as this is a
more complicated skill not related to the basics of sentences diagramming. Additionally, the student
proved that for the majority of cases, she was able to complete this standard. Only one instance proved
otherwise when she wrote “[a]fter gym class, everyone must change their shoes.” Everyone, of course, is
a singular indefinite pronoun – and the antecedent in the sentence – and their is a plural possessive
pronoun; therefore, the pronoun and antecedent do not agree. I was willing, however, to put less stock in
this mistake than grammatical errors that truly muddle the meaning of the sentence. In this case, the
mistake does not take away from the overall context of the paragraph. Additionally, they and their has
been endorsed by the APA seventh edition publication manual. According to the American Psychological
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Association (2020), it is appropriate to “use ‘they’ as a generic third-person singular pronoun to refer to a
person whose gender is unknown or irrelevant to the context of the usage.” APA has decided on this
endorsement because they and their are increasingly more frequently becoming singular pronouns to
express gender neutrality in modern language. Possibly, the student actually made this “mistake” on
purpose. If so, her action represented a stylistic writing choice reflecting her knowledge of modern
language.
Spelling
The student was able to “spell correctly” (E08.D.1.2.3) (PDESAS, 2020). Spelling is less
concerned with grammar instruction and more concerned with writing in general. Therefore, I did not
include spelling instruction in my lessons. However, because I looked at sentence diagramming to
improve writing, not specifically grammar, I included it in my discussion. The student produced in either
of her paragraphs no examples of misspellings.
During lesson three, the student revised the first three sentences in her initial paragraph. I discuss
this revision in more depth under ‘Clarity.’ The student revised her third sentence, “[a]fter staying on the
tree for a little while, they fall,” to “[a]fter staying on the tree for awhile, they fall.” In the second
sentence, the student incorrectly rewrote a while as awhile. The student had her original handwritten
sentence in front of her as she rewrote, by hand, awhile. Clearly, she intended to make this change.
We did not address this spelling error during instruction, so I am not sure why the student chose
to make this change. This error falls somewhere between spelling and grammar. A while and awhile are
commonly confused spelling words. However, when spelled differently, they actually perform different
grammatical functions. A while is a noun phrase, usually functioning in the objective case (I will finish
writing in a while.), whereas awhile is an adverb (I will finish writing awhile.). Again, we did not discuss
this in our instruction, and therefore I cannot assess it further.
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Punctuation in a List
In her writing, the student was able to demonstrate her ability to “[u]se punctuation to separate
items in a series” (E08.D.1.2.5) (PDESAS, 2020). The student demonstrated this ability by correctly
placing commas when she created a list. In her first writing example, she wrote that “[the leaves] go from
the normal green to red, yellow, and orange.” “Red, yellow, and orange” properly contains commas to
distinguish between the colors in the list. Using commas in a list is a particular strength of the student. I
discuss other comma use and misuse in the ‘Comma Confusion’ section.
Style and Tone
In her written examples, the student demonstrated the ability to “[m]aintain consistency in style
and tone” (E.08.D.2.1.4) (PDESAS, 2020). The student lacks strong voice in her paragraph, but the lack
of strong voice is somewhat appropriate for informative writing, and it is consistent, which matches the
standard. The student also kept a formal tone throughout her paragraph. The paragraph was very
informational, and did not slip into slang or colloquial language. The student used the second person
pronoun you in her piece, which is not often done in formal writing. However, she wrote you throughout
the paragraph, so it is not jarring. For example, her first sentence reads, “[w]hen the leaves start to change
colors and fall from the trees that’s how you know fall is coming.” Her seventh sentence reads, “[t]his
causes them to go flying as you land.” The student also wrote you in sentences four, five, and six.
The student structured her paragraph in a way that keeps the style consistent. There are no
surprises in the direction of the writing, and this is because a cause-and-effect structure is used
consistently. I have identified in italics the cause-and-effect structure in the sentences below:
•

Sentence 1: When the leaves start to change colors and fall from the trees (cause) that’s
how you know (effect) fall is coming.

•

Sentence 4: After they fall (cause) there are many different things you can do with them
(effect) such as building a leaf pile.

•

Sentence 6: Once they are in a pile (cause) you can jump into them (effect).
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•

Sentence 7: This (cause) causes them to go flying (effect) as you land.

•

Sentence 9: Although this is fun it will eventually end (effect) when the trees are bare,
and snow is falling (cause).

As I mentioned previously, the learner created five complex sentences in her first paragraph. The five
complex sentences are seen directly above, where they feature the cause-and-effect relationship. The
other four sentences in the paragraph are all simple sentences and do not feature this relationship. The mix
of simple and complex sentences is certainly unique to this learner’s style. Every person follows his own
pattern of speaking and combining different types of sentences. A person’s subconsciously preferred
combinations of sentence structures then translates into his writer’s voice when writing for different
contexts. For example, I have analyzed this paragraph which you are currently reading, and I have
determined that I also prefer to use mainly complex sentences. The student, according to her writer’s
voice, preferred, at least for this writing example, patterns of simple and complex sentences without
compound or compound-complex interference.
Subject and Predicate
The standards do not include the ability to differentiate between the subject and predicate in a
sentence. However, this is necessary for sentence diagramming. Therefore, a portion of lesson one
focused on splitting the subject and the predicate. The learner reported that she remembered learning
about subject and predicate in school. She was able to correctly divide 10 sentences in lesson one between
subject and predicate without assistance. Additionally, in the interview after the lessons, the student
reported that, on a scale of one to five, she rates herself a five – that she is an expert and can teach
someone else – to find the subject and predicate in a sentence. The learner reported that she did not gain
knowledge during the lessons on subjects and predicates, so it must have been a strength from before.
Types of Sentences
The student was able to demonstrate through her writing her ability to “[v]ary sentence patterns
for meaning, reader/listener interest, and style (E08.D.2.1.3) (PDESAS, 2020). I discuss this last because,

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

50

although the student was able to demonstrate varying between simple and complex sentences in her initial
writing sample, she was not able to demonstrate use of compound or compound-complex sentences. The
learner reported in her interview that she did not gain knowledge during the lessons on the different types
of sentences but that she had previous knowledge about simple, compound, complex, compoundcomplex, fragmented, and run-on sentences. Additionally, in conversation during lesson number two, the
learner reported that she did in fact learn about different types of sentences in school. Her confidence in
identifying types of sentences during the tutoring lessons exemplified this.
Although she felt she did not gain any ability to differentiate between the types of sentences, the
learner was receptive to diagramming the different types of sentences and identifying them in this way.
Her openness to new strategies definitely aids in her acquisition of new knowledge.
My first research question focused on the effect of sentence diagramming on writing. The learner
already had background information on some of this information, and it was not all completely new
material. Sentence diagramming is based on and around areas that the learner already had strengths.
Therefore, these areas are important to consider throughout the rest of the findings as I identify areas of
improvement and continuing confusion.

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

51

Improvement of Clarity
Demonstrative Pronouns
According to the PDESAS, students also should be able to “[w]ith some guidance and support
from peers and adults, develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting,
or trying a new approach, focusing on how well purpose and audience have been addressed” (CC.1.4.8).
Because the focus of this research was on writing and not specifically sentence diagramming, this
standard was important. Clarity does not always appear during a first draft. This is why I asked my learner
to revise her first three sentences during lesson three. The first three sentences of her original writing
sample are copied here, with the revised sentences underneath for comparison:
Sentence 1:

When the leaves start to change colors and fall from the
trees that’s how you know fall is coming.

Revised Sentence 1:

You know fall is coming when leaves start to change
colors and fall.

Sentence 2:

They go from the normal green to red, yellow, and
orange.

Revised Sentence 2:

From the normal green they go to red, yellow, and
orange.

Sentence 3:

After staying on the tree for a little while, they fall.

Revised Sentence 3:

After staying on the tree for awhile, they fall.
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As displayed above, the learner reworded her first sentence. During the lessons, the learner attempted to
diagram her original sentence. She found that the combination of a noun clause appositive (When the
leaves start to change colors and fall from the trees) and demonstrative pronoun subject (that) made
sense but was not the clearest way she could have written the sentence. The learner, unprompted, revised
her sentence to include a more active subject (You). Her new sentence expressed clearly exactly what she
meant to communicate to her reader.
From her first writing sample to her second, the learner also decreased her instances of
demonstrative pronouns used as subjects. Her first paragraph contains four demonstrative pronouns, three
used in the subjective case and 1 used in an objective case, identified in italics below:
•

…that’s how you know fall is coming. [functioning as the subject of the sentence]

•

To do this you rake all of the leaves into a giant pile. [functioning as the direct object]

•

This causes them to go flying as you land. [functioning as the subject of the sentence]

•

Although this is fun… [functioning as the subject of the clause]

In her second paragraph, the learner created two instances of demonstrative pronoun use.
Demonstrative pronoun use is not wrong unless it is unclear or overused. Two instances is more
appropriate for this length of work. In fact, both demonstrative pronouns function in the objective
case, which makes them more clear:
•

Some people may think this is because of the shoes… [functioning as the direct object]

•

Just think about that! [functioning as the object of the preposition]

The learner’s use of demonstrative pronouns as objects rather than subjects makes her writing
clearer and easier to understand.
Vague Pronouns
PDESAS also states that the learner should be able to “recognize and correct vague pronouns”
(E08.D.1.1.7) (PDESAS, 2020). In the learner’s first draft, they in sentences two and three are vague. Of
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course, the reader can determine that they refers to leaves because leaves are the things that change colors
in fall. But we want our writers to practice good writing habits so they improve as they progress in school.
In our lessons, the learner and I did not discuss vague pronouns in particular. However, the learner revised
her first sentence in a way that made they more clearly about leaves. She did not make the change to
intentionally correct a vague pronoun but instead considered the overall clarity of her sentences based on
the diagrams and revised in a way that automatically corrected the vague pronoun. In the original
sentence, leaves was part of the noun clause functioning as the subject’s appositive. In the revised
sentence, leaves actually functions as the subject of the independent clause when leaves start to change
colors and fall. They can more clearly be about a singular word subject than a whole noun clause, so they
can more clearly mean leaves. Alternatively, they in the second sentence could refer to colors, the last
noun in the first sentence. This would still make sense, as it is the colors changing from the normal green
[…] to red, yellow, and orange.
In her final writing example, the learner created a paragraph showing her skills in writing clearly.
This paragraph contained no vague pronouns. All of her pronouns clearly and accurately relate back to an
antecedent. The one exception was their to refer to everyone (After gym class, everyone must change
their shoes). I addressed this under the student’s strengths.
Sentence Structure
During revision of the first three sentences in her initial writing sample, the learner changed her
second sentence by moving the prepositional phrase from green to the beginning of the sentence. This
does not exactly change the clarity of the sentence, but it was a stylistic choice on the learner’s part that
shows she carefully considered the meanings of her sentences and developed her own voice in writing.
Finally, as I discussed previously, the learner omitted little in the third sentence and combined a and
while. While technically incorrect, the change does not seriously detract from the meaning of her
sentence.
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Then, in her final writing sample, the learner created a paragraph with nine complete sentences.
The original paragraph was composed of four simple sentences and five complex sentences. This final
paragraph was composed of seven simple sentences, one complex sentence, and one compound-complex
sentence. The learner greatly increased her use of simple sentences to be sure of clear writing. Although
she used more simple sentences, they do not contain less detail. For example, she still included phrases,
such as after gym class or to reach the shoes, to add detail to her sentences. The lack of clauses to create
complex sentences results in a paragraph without redundancy. Her work here is more concise and clear.
“Be” Verbs
The learner also accomplished clear writing by eliminating uses of the “be” verb in her final
writing sample. In her first paragraph, the learner has seven instances of a form of “be” used as a verb.
One of these instances functions as a helping verb, but the rest function as active verbs. “Be” verbs are
more difficult to diagram, so I initially taught the learner, and then we focused on other, active verbs.
“Be” verbs also tend to be less clear and concise. For example, the soup tasted bad tells the reader much
more than the soup was bad. In her second paragraph, the learner used a form of “be” four times, two of
which were used as helper verbs in a passive voice construction (the shoes are taken off; [t]hey can also
be worn). Therefore, the student went from six uses of a “be” verb to only two uses.
Comma Confusion
PDESAS also indicates that the student should be able to “[c]hoose punctuation for effect”
(E08.D.2.1.5) and “[u]se punctuation (i.e., comma, ellipsis, and dash) do indicate a pause or break”
(E08.D.1.2.1) (PDESAS, 2020). Both of the student’s writing samples signified that she needed more
instruction with regard to comma usage. Table seven displays the learner’s comma usages both before and
after instruction. Prior to instruction, the learner used four commas in her writing. Three of these commas
were used appropriately. Two commas were used to differentiate between the items in a list (red, yellow,
and green), as I discussed before. The other comma was used to set off a series of prepositional phrases
(After staying on the tree for a little while, they fall.)
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One comma was unnecessarily placed. The learner used a comma in a compound dependent
clause (when the trees are bare, and snow is falling). Because this is a compound clause, the learner was
thinking logically when she decided to place the comma. Of course, commas are always used in
compound sentences. But the comma in this sentence actually divides the dependent clause up and makes
the sentence more confusing as the reader pauses at the comma and then has to realize that the clause
continues.

Table 7.
Frequency of Comma Usages in the Student's Writing Samples
Writing Sample 1

Writing Sample 2

Frequency

Frequency

Total Comma Usage

4

7

Correct Comma Usages

3

4

Incorrect Comma

1

3

6

0

Usages
Missing Comma
Usages

The learner missed six opportunities to include a comma in her writing. In five of these instances,
a comma should have been placed to set off the dependent clause in each of the complex sentences.
Clearly, the learner did not have prior experience properly punctuating different types of sentences. When
the learner revised her first sentence, she eliminated the need for the comma, so that revision actually
helped her out.
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After instruction, the learner increased her comma usage from four to six. The learner correctly
placed commas after her introductory phrases (After gym class; When the shoes are taken off; To reach
the shoes). She also placed a comma to separate the compound parts of a compound-complex sentence.
This shows improvement: The student has learned to use more commas. Additionally, there are no
instances of missing commas in her new paragraph.
However, three of the commas in her post-instructional paragraph were placed unnecessarily,
which means her percentage of correct comma usage actually decreased from 75 percent to 57 percent.
These commas were placed unnecessarily between two adjectives. During instruction, we discussed how
a comma separates two parts of a compound sentence along with a conjunction. I do not believe we
practiced this skill enough, because the learner then put a comma with every conjunction:
•

all of the sweat, and stench [Inappropriately separating the object of the preposition]

•

They can be long, and short. [Inappropriately separating the subject complement]

•

They can also be worn by someone old, or young. [Inappropriately separating adjectives]

This shows that there is still some confusion relating to comma usage. Despite this, the learner rated
herself, on a scale of one to five, as a four, that she could somewhat confidently “use commas in her
writing.” This could most likely be inaccurate, as the learner used only 57 percent of her commas
correctly in her second paragraph. The learner could benefit from more instruction differentiating between
comma use in compound sentences and in compound subjects or predicates.
Positive Opinions of Sentence Diagramming
Prior to lesson one, the learner reported that she never enjoyed grammar lessons in school. She
also reported that her grandmother, who heard that the learner was participating in a study with sentence
diagramming, tried to show her how to diagram, and the learner did not find this a pleasant experience.
Contrarily, she rated sentence diagramming as a four on both the It is boring – It is fun scale and the It is
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useless – It helps me understand how to write better scale. Therefore, I safely concluded that the learner
did not detest sentence diagramming.
In addition to her overall opinion of the practice, the learner reported in the interview that she
gained some new understanding through the lessons. The learner reported that she now has a better
understanding of compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences since participating in the
tutoring sessions, although she admitted that this was not new knowledge, just reinforcement. The student
also responded that, overall, she did learn about simple subject and simple predicate; how to read a
sentence diagram; how to create a sentence diagram; how to use punctuation in writing; and how to make
writing more clear.
The learner rated herself, on a scale of one to five, as a four, that she was somewhat confident in
her ability to diagram a simple sentence. My assessment of her ability was equivalent: She diagrammed
simple sentences, such as the one in figure six, many times. However, I also recognize that less than four
hours of instruction is not enough time to allow her to understand a new skill in order to teach it to
someone else.

Figure 6. The student's diagram of the sentence "Josie knew the answer."

Finally, in the interview, the student reported on her own growth as a writer since learning how to
diagram sentences. The learner again rated herself as a four, directly in between “my writing did not
change” and “my writing has become much better.” This was a fair assessment, as the learner improved in
terms of clarity and some comma usage.
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Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I described and analyzed the data I collected during my tutoring sessions with the
student. I analyzed the data by using PDESAS standards to assess the learner’s proficiency. Out of the
analysis, I found that the student was a strong writer, as shown through her ability to write informatively;
use active and passive voice; avoid dangling and misplaced modifiers; write in complete sentences; use
subject-verb agreement and pronoun-antecedent agreement; spell correctly; use punctuation in a list of
items; maintain a formal style and tone; identify the subject and predicate; and use simple and complex
sentences. The student improved her writing further by choosing to eliminate demonstrative pronouns,
vague pronouns, and “be” verbs. She also chose to revise her own work to create a sentence structure that
adds meaning to her sentence. The learner improved in her ability to use commas for complex sentences
but did not improve in her ability to differentiate between comma use for compound sentences versus two
adjectives with a conjunction. Finally, overall, the learner had a positive opinion of sentence diagramming
and felt that her writing improved a little bit.

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

59

Chapter 5: Discussion
This research project examined an eighth grade learner’s experiences with sentence diagramming
and her resulting composition. The study was guided by the following research questions: (1) In what
ways does using sentence diagramming as a tool to teach English grammar affect a middle level student’s
composition within the context of composition instruction? and (2) Can sentence diagramming be
engaging enough to captivate the attention of my writers?
In my previous chapters, I described the research project and then provided the data that emerged
as a result of the study. In this chapter, I discuss the findings via my research questions. Then, I review
how my research compares to and goes beyond the literature. Finally, I report on limitations of my
research and directions in which further research might explore.
Findings
I organized my findings according to my research questions.
In what ways does using sentence diagramming as a tool to teach English grammar affect a middle
level student’s composition within the context of composition instruction?
Findings revealed that the student was able to improve parts of her composition with sentence
diagramming instruction. Specifically, the student improved her ability to write with clarity. She was able
to do this by eliminating some – although not all – instances of demonstrative pronouns, vague pronouns,
and “be” verbs. The student attempted to diagram these parts of speech and found it difficult. She
connected her difficulty in diagramming with a lack of clarity in meaning. From here, the student revised
her work to make simpler diagrams and more concise sentences. The student also developed a greater
ability to display meaning through her sentence structures. For example, she examined the impact of
moving a prepositional phrase from the middle of a sentence to the beginning of the sentence. In this way,
at least, the student became a more thoughtful writer.
The student was also able to improve her usage of commas with regard to complex sentences. She
developed her ability to correctly add a comma to an introductory phrase. However, the student also
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began to incorrectly place commas beside any and all coordinating conjunctions. Her correct usage of
commas exceeded her incorrect usage of commas, but it was the sentence diagramming that introduced
both of these changes: The student associated commas with splits in the diagram. Not all splits create new
clauses, although it can appear that way. Therefore, in this instance, sentence diagramming was actually
detrimental to the student’s writing.
The student reported that her skill in writing improved slightly. This is an accurate report that
takes into account her development with clarity and setbacks with regard to commas.
Can sentence diagramming be engaging enough to captivate the attention of my writers?
In the case of my participant, yes, sentence diagramming can be engaging enough to captivate the
attention of my writers. The student also reported in her final interview that sentence diagramming was a
little bit fun and a little bit useful. During the lessons, she did not show any signs of reluctance to diagram
sentences. In many of the cases, the student diagrammed sentences with string and notecards or on paper
with different colors. Therefore, it is possible that the presentation of the sentence diagramming had an
effect on the student’s level of engagement. However, a lack of reluctance on my participant’s part shows
that sentence diagramming can be engaging and not totally detested. It might be worth a try to introduce
the concept to other learners as well.
Situating Findings within Literature
My findings were situation within the literature in terms of the student’s ability to create standard
composition. Additionally, I found that, similarly to the literature, some students have positive opinions
on sentence diagramming. My findings extended the research available on using sentence diagramming as
a descriptive approach as well as using sentence diagramming for revising.
Creating Standard Composition
As I reported in chapter four, my participant was a strong writer before entering into my research.
However, I think it is important to point out that her strengths, as she has demonstrated, lie in writing
informational text. Informational text in and of itself is not inauthentic. But that the student chose to write
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informationally about provided topics rather than for her own purpose demonstrates that she is capable of
producing composition that matches the requirements of standardized testing. Research (Applebee &
Langer, 2006; Brindle, et al., 2015; Lapp & Fisher, 2011) demonstrates that students in today’s
classrooms compose mostly for inauthentic purposes. Perhaps the student chose to write in a way that
potentially mirrors requirements for standardized testing because she is accustomed to writing in such a
fashion in school. Of course, this is speculation, but it is curious that she chose to write informatively
twice.
Positive Opinions of Sentence Diagramming
My research has contributed to the contested argument that sentence diagramming may or may
not be enjoyable for students. Jennings (2002) argues that students who are not interested in writing
professionally later in life have no interest in improving their grammar through sentence diagramming.
Contrarily, Landecker (2009) and Florey (2006) report that sentence diagramming has the potential to be
fun, especially if the student possesses skill in diagramming. Meanwhile, sentence diagramming has
recently become a strategy in some English as a Second Language (ESL) programs, progressive private
schools, and a few public high schools, such as my own (Florey, 2006).
In my research, the participant reported that sentence diagramming can be somewhat enjoyable
and helpful to students. The student rated sentence diagramming, on a scale of one to five, as a four,
directly in between “no opinion” and “it’s fun.” Again, the student was not hesitant to diagram, nor did
she show frustration or increasing reluctance to participate as the lessons went on. The student also
learned the basic procedures quickly, which reflects back on research (Landecker, 2009; Florey, 2006)
that diagramming might be more fun for students who are good at it. Her positive opinions on sentence
diagramming do show that the practice may be enjoyable for some students, at least.
Sentence Diagramming as a Descriptive Approach
As far as I have determined from the literature, no research studies have previously been done in
which sentence diagramming was taught as a descriptive approach. When Kellogg and Reed created
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sentence diagramming, it was part of traditional school grammar, which came out of the prescriptive
grammar ideology (Florey, 2006). In the 1960s, descriptive grammarians took over, and sentence
diagramming has not made another appearance until recently. There have been a few articles (Durling,
2018; Eichhorn, 2016; Ferriss, 2014; Jennings & Doumont, 2002; Landecker, 2009; Ott, 2008) about its
current practice but no empirical research studies. Therefore, I have extended the research on sentence
diagramming as a possible descriptive approach.
Sentence diagramming as a descriptive practice came naturally when paired with composition
instruction. In the lessons, we looked at a young adult novel for sentence inspiration and diagrammed
those professional sentences. Therefore, we described the language in the book. Additionally, the student
wrote a paragraph, diagrammed three sentences, and then revised those sentences. She described her own
writing and then used that information to improve. As a descriptive practice, diagramming worked well to
improve the clarity of her writing. The student was also able to critically analyze literature through the
scope of a grammarian, reporting why the author chose to use particular sentence structures. This adds to
research (Reedy, et al., 2013; Hillocks & Smith, 2003) which shows that grammar in conjunction with
writing practice can improve students’ writing, as opposed to grammar in isolation from writing which
does not improve composition.
Sentence Diagramming for Revising
My research also extended the research on grammar in the context of the writing process. In my
study, the student wrote, diagrammed, revised, diagrammed some more, and then wrote again. Although
one “perfect” way to teach grammar simply does not exist, there are theories, and my research
incorporated several of the concepts of those theories. My research was not focused on the writing
process, and, therefore, I did not require that my student use it when she created her paragraphs. However,
I tied grammar directly to writing practice by asker her to diagram her own sentences and using these
examples to then lead a discussion on writing. We also examined sentences in an authentic text, which
extended research (Gartland and Smolkin, 2016; Haussamen, 2003; Roseboro, 2013; Noden, 1999;
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Huttenlock, 2017) that grammar should be incorporated across the entire ELA curriculum. Again, no
empirical research studies exist in which sentence diagramming is used in the revision stage of the writing
process. My research extended the research already available on sentence diagramming in the context of
the ELA classroom.
A Reflection on Positionality
Because I played a key role in the data collected from the study, I reflect here on how my
positionality in the study affected the data. I have included, in the appendices, my lesson plans in extreme
detail for replication purposes. However, I am also aware that complete replication of this process is not
entirely possible due to the personalities of participant and researcher which determine the dynamic of the
lessons. The lessons, so heavily influence by the learner, would change dramatically if a student preferred
football instead of dancing. As a result, the data was based entirely on the student’s capabilities and
development. Additionally, the data resulted from my own teaching style. As I reported in chapter 3, my
philosophy of education involves emphases on the student-teacher relationship and on authentic learning
experiences. Had a teacher with a philosophy more focused on, let’s say, gamification taught the lessons,
the student might have had a more “fun” time because the teacher subconsciously turned the diagramming
into a game. Finally, I was invested in this research not only as a teacher and researcher but also as a lover
of grammar. Therefore, a researcher with less enthusiasm for grammar might find completely different
results.
ELA Education Implications
The findings of this research, although fairly specific to the practice of sentence diagramming,
have several implications to ELA educators. All ELA educators, K-12, should be teaching grammar of
some sort, and therefore these implications do not apply specifically to middle level teachers. In
particular, these implications include the necessary innovation of grammar instruction for both students
and teachers.
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My review of the literature emphasized a need for cohesive grammar instruction. Specific
methods, including the writing process, writing by genre, and writing workshop, have already dominated
the teaching of writing. However, no set methods for teaching descriptive grammar exist. Teachers have
different philosophies on the teaching of grammar, and this is because there is not enough research – and
maybe even interest – to set such fundamentals in the world of grammar.
It is certain, however, that descriptive grammar practices need to happen in the classroom. NCTE
has already proclaimed that prescriptive grammar practices hurt students’ perspectives when it comes to
writing and language (Haussamen, 2003, pp. xiv-xv; Hillocks & Smith, 2003, p. 730). However, the
removal of traditional school grammar from schools in the 1960s left a kind of void never filled with
descriptive practices. It is likely that some schools have slipped back into these old practices in lieu of any
guidance to teach descriptive grammar. Therefore, teachers and administrations need to critically analyze
grammar instruction on a school-wide basis to hunt down any prescriptive practices and eradicate them
from the program.
Innovation does not stop here. Once prescriptive ideologies are gone, teachers need the training
and professional development to construct and initiate new descriptive practices. This involves lengthy
discussion on equity of language, the implications of grammar instruction, grammar with writing, and
grammar itself. Once again, I make it clear that descriptive grammar does not favor one language, dialect,
or vernacular over another. Instead, descriptive grammar seeks to explain all types of language. This can
be a great point of engagement for learners, especially if the student population is highly diverse.
Next, teachers need to know the importance of grammar in ELA. Grammar standards are not
included in the PDESAS for people like me who enjoy grammar, but instead grammar standards allow
teachers to help writers to become even stronger writers. Therefore, teachers need to rework curricula so
that grammar instruction is taught directly alongside writing. Worksheet pages are not enough for
students to know how to use grammatical concepts in their own writing. Teachers often use worksheet
pages because they are unsure of the grammar themselves. This is why more grammar instruction, both
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for preservice teachers and for current teachers, needs to happen. The only way to become more confident
in content is to practice it, and at the current moment, not many opportunities to practice grammar exist.
It is possible that sentence diagramming could be a way to bring grammar to both teachers and
students. My research does not prove that sentence diagramming should be a required method for every
ELA teacher. But training in sentence diagramming provides a way for writers to understand writing,
understand their own writing, and answer their own questions with regard to grammar. Teaching nouns
and verbs are like teaching the numbers. Sentence diagramming is teaching how to multiply. You can find
ways to get the answer, but learning multiplication is a surefire way to solve the problem and find another
answer independently in the future.
Finally, instruction of sentence diagramming takes a considerable amount of time. In this
research, I covered only the basics of diagramming in my lessons, including subject and predicate, direct
and indirect objects, and conjunctions. However, not all of the practices were precise to “real”
diagramming, as there just was not enough time to do it all. In a classroom with twenty to thirty students,
it would take even longer to get through the same amount of material. Additionally, if a teacher were to
use sentence diagramming instruction in her classroom, there is the possibility of no reinforcement for the
students in the following year. Most likely, the students’ next teacher will not use sentence diagramming,
and unless they have grown to use the process independently and frequently, they will lose all of the
concepts that they gained and that the class had spent so much precious instructional time learning.
Limitations
Through the course of this research, there have arisen several considerations regarding using
sentence diagramming for writing instruction. These limitations involve the size of this research project,
the limits of a teacher’s knowledge, and the span of the student’s knowledge.
The Size of the Project
In terms of a school classroom, this research project was largely inauthentic. The learning
occurred in a café on Sundays, there was only one student, and there were only four lessons spread over
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the course of four weeks. Therefore, the findings of the research cannot necessarily be generalized to ELA
classrooms.
The findings from the research demonstrated that the participant’s writing improved slightly.
Although I would like to report that these improvements are a direct result of the sentence diagramming
practice, it is possible that her writing was influenced elsewhere. For one, learning is not a linear process.
In every student’s education, there are periods of growth, stagnancy, and decay. Four weeks is a short
time, but a lot can change in just one week. It is possible that the student learned a grammatical concept in
school and applied this to her learning.
Finally, one paragraph does not provide a lot of data to assess. Each writing sample consisted of
nine sentences only. Therefore, differences in these paragraphs could be due to chance rather than
actually improvement. I also am not able to assess her writing abilities in other genres or on a larger scale.
Many of the PDESAS standards are based on lengthy essays, which we did not have time to produce.
More time and lessons on sentence diagramming could give a clearer picture of the student’s actual
growth in composition.
The Teacher’s Knowledge
Any teacher who would wish to use sentence diagramming instruction must be extremely
knowledgeable about the practice. Even one small misunderstanding can cause confusion for the learners.
This implies that the educator must have either had recent formal training in sentence diagramming
(which is not yet widely provided), or the educator must seek to understand the concepts on her own
(which would be difficult and time-consuming). In addition to knowledge of sentence diagramming, the
educator would also need a strong background in writing and connection of the two practices. It is
incredibly important that the students understand the connection of sentence diagramming to writing and
keep their focus on the writing aspect. As Haussamen (2003) reports, grammar instruction, such as
sentence diagramming, completely separate from composition instruction, has no effect on students’
writing skills. Again, it is imperative that the teacher use sentence diagramming as a descriptive approach
and NOT a prescriptive approach. Knowledge of these ideologies must occur before any teacher attempts
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sentence diagramming instruction. I would be hesitant to recommend sentence diagramming instruction to
any teacher, especially if she had low confidence in grammar or diagramming. However, the purpose of
the research was primarily for my own personal future as an educator, and so it is my own instructional
practice I am considering.
The Student’s Knowledge
I must consider the participant when I consider limitations of my research. My learner in this
research was a high-achieving learner. She performs well in school, and the sentence diagramming
material was not difficult for her to learn quickly. There is always the potential that another learner might
struggle significantly with the concepts. It is important that the educator, again, keeps the focus on writing
and is sure that her practices are equitable for all learners. As for now, I have no concept of how sentence
diagramming might affect the composition or attitude of a different kind of learner.
Future Research Directions
There are several directions in which more research can be done with sentence diagramming,
including other areas of ELA, an incorporation into universal design for learning (UDL), and teacher
preparation.
Other Areas of ELA
In my experience, the learner enjoyed the practice of sentence diagramming, and she was good at
it. She quickly applied her understanding of diagramming to her own writing. Additionally, after learning
how to diagram, the learner revised her own work without assistance. This type of practice allows all
students to self-monitor their work and revise and edit without explicit instruction. It is less likely that a
student will forget sentence diagramming entirely as opposed to grammar rules taught in isolation.
Diagramming is a skill, rather than a piece of knowledge to be filed away.
Once they understand and can use the process of sentence diagramming, the learners could apply
their knowledge to any type of writing, whether it is formal or informal, narrative or informational. I was
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unable to assess more than a short informative paragraph written by the student. Research could easily
delve into how sentence diagramming affects writing in other genres.
Furthermore, I was able to analyze an authentic text with the student. We then used this as a
model for writing. Sentence diagramming could easily apply to reading instruction as well as writing.
Analyzing sentence structures allows readers to identify explicit and implicit meanings in the text,
developing reading skills like inferencing and comparing and contrasting. Grammar easily ties reading
and writing together and could potentially create a very cohesive ELA classroom.
Universal Design for Learning
A sentence diagram approach models Universal Design for Learning (UDL) more accurately than
the grammar worksheets that teachers currently use. Sentence diagramming is highly visual, can be highly
hands-on, and solidifies abstract grammar concepts into concrete visuals. Although my learner was a
higher-level thinker, this practice might actually be incredibly useful for all types of learners. However,
more research needs to be conducted to reach these conclusions.
Teacher Preparation Programs
I discussed the inadequate preparation of teacher candidates to teach grammar several times in
this chapter. However, the main goals of my research did not involve teacher preparation programs. I
would be interested to determine the effectiveness of sentence diagramming to provide education majors
with knowledge of grammatical concepts. Additionally, I would be interested to determine the attitude
towards sentence diagramming that other education majors and teacher candidates might hold. Another
study could easily follow my project with these research questions in mind.
Conclusion
This thesis is the culmination of a research project in which sentence diagramming was the focus.
I designed and implemented four lessons on sentence diagramming as a descriptive approach to an eighth
grade student. These lessons focused on sentence diagramming and aimed not to increase her grammatical
knowledge but to improve the student’s writing. I collected two writing samples from the student, an
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interview, and formative assessment during these lessons. Findings from the research show that sentence
diagramming was able to improve the clarity and some comma usage of the participant’s writing.
Additionally, the student appeared to have a positive opinion of sentence diagramming, which implies
that sentence diagramming might be a viable tool to teach writing to middle grades learners. This work
contributed to the field of ELA education by providing clear research that innovation of grammar
instruction for both students and teachers needs to occur. Prescriptive practices are no longer welcome in
schools, but descriptive practices have not replaced old methods. It is time for teachers to step away from
the worksheets and adopt new instructional strategies that make students better writers rather than better
grammarians. This research study involved only one student, and so the effects on her writings are not
generalizable to all other students. More research needs to be done to show more clearly the positive
effects of sentence diagramming on writing. Whether or not sentence diagramming is the way to go, let
this study provide hope and direction to any ELA teacher seeking to provide grammar instruction. I
believe grammar can change the world – one student at a time.
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Appendix A
Parental Consent Form
Dear Parent,
My name is Alyssa Van Lenten. I graduated from Lampeter-Strasburg High School in 2016, and I
am currently a senior at Elizabethtown College studying Elementary/Middle Level English/Language
Arts. As part of my undergraduate research at Elizabethtown College and in conjunction with my Honors
Thesis requirements, I am conducting an action research project titled The Effect of Sentence
Diagramming on Middle Level Learners’ Composition. Sentence diagramming was originally an
instructional tool used in traditional school grammar classrooms. As standards became more popular in
the United States in the past few decades, sentence diagramming faded away because traditional grammar
was not helping students’ writing to improve. However, because traditional grammar was always taught
completely isolated from writing instruction, there is not data to support or deny the instructional use of
sentence diagramming in conjunction with writing instruction. I am interested in possibly using sentence
diagramming in my future classroom, which is why I am choosing to conduct a case study with up to four
middle level learners. For my study, I will be conducting four 40-90 minute tutoring sessions with each
learner. During these tutoring sessions, I will collect two writing samples total, teach short lessons on the
basics of sentence diagramming, and conduct four informal interviews.
Your child’s participation in my study is completely voluntary, and all learners will be made
aware of such voluntary participation. Additionally, there are no negative outcomes if the decision is
made not to participate or to terminate participation at any time during the process, which you can do by
contacting me through my email address or phone number listed below. While some learners may find it a
bit uncomfortable to share their personal thoughts or share copies of their compositions, they may choose
not to participate at any time.
If both child and parent agrees to participate, all data will be kept entirely confidential. To ensure
confidentiality, all names will be redacted upon collection. In the research report, pseudonyms will be
used. The learners’ data will be stored on a secured computer under a secured sign-on. All data will be
destroyed as of June 1, 2020. My faculty adviser, Dr. Kathryn Caprino, will have access to the data.
Findings from the study may be presented at conferences or in professional publications.
I am hoping that the information from this research allows me to create effective classroom
procedures in my own English/Language Arts classroom. Additionally, students who participate will be
compensated with a choice of a free snack, from a bag of Dorito Chips, a Hershey's chocolate bar, a bag
of Sour Patch Kids, or a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup.
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Please indicate your approval of your child’s participation by completing the information below.
I hope your learner will be able to participate in our study, and I thank you for your response! If you have
any questions concerning the research project, you may contact me at vanlentena@etown.edu or (717)
615-8343 or Dr. Kathryn Caprino at caprinok@etown.edu or (717) 361-1127. Should you have any
questions about your participant rights involved in this research you may contact the Elizabethtown
College Institutional Review Board Coordinator, Dr. Kyle C. Kopko, Associate Dean of Institutional
Effectiveness, Research, and Planning at kopkok@etown.edu or (717) 361-1990. If you would like a copy
of the study results when it has been completed, please contact me at the email address provided below.
Thank you.

Alyssa Van Lenten

Dr. Kathryn Caprino

Elem./Middle School ELA Education

Assistant Professor of Education

English, Psychology Minor

PK-12 New Literacies

Elizabethtown College 2020

Elizabethtown College

vanlentena@etown.edu

caprinok@etown.edu

717-615-8343

Parent/Guardian Name: ___________________________________ Relation: _________________
Yes, I give permission for my child to participate in the above-mentioned research study and affirm that I
am at least 18 years of age and have received a copy of the consent form for my records. I understand
that the information will be used for learning purposes in conjunction with Education studies at
Elizabethtown College. I also understand that the information gathered is confidential and that my child’s
name will not be used in discussing or writing about this study.

__________________________________________

____________

Parent/Guardian Signature

Date
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Appendix B
Learner Consent Form
Dear Learner,
My name is Alyssa Van Lenten. I graduated from Lampeter-Strasburg High School in 2016, and I
am currently a senior at Elizabethtown College studying Elementary/Middle Level English/Language
Arts. At college, I have to conduct research and write a thesis on what I find. My project is called The
Effect of Sentence Diagramming on Middle Level Learners’ Composition. Sentence diagramming is how
grammar was taught a long time ago in the United States. It’s not used very much anymore, but I did have
a teacher in high school who taught it. I want to be a teacher when I graduate, and so I am curious if
sentence diagramming is something that I can bring into my classroom.
For my study, I will be teaching four 40-90 minute tutoring sessions with each learner. During these
tutoring sessions, I will collect two writing samples total, teach short lessons on the basics of sentence
diagramming, and conduct four informal interviews.
You are not required to participate in my research. If you decide that you do not want to
participate, you will not be punished. If we get partway through my research and you decide that you
want to quit, you will not be punished. You can decide not to continue by talking to your parent or
guardian, who can contact me through my email address or phone number below. It’s okay if you are a
little nervous to share your writing or your thoughts. Let me know at any time, and we can stop learning.
If you and your parent or guardian agree to participate in my research, all of your information will
be kept safe. No one will find out who you are or that the information I collected from you belongs to
you. I will not use your real name when I write my report. All of the data that I collect will be stored on a
safe computer under a secured sign-on. I will destroy all of the information by June 1, 2020. My faculty
adviser, Dr. Kathryn Caprino, is the only person who will have access to the data. I might present my
results at conferences or in professional publications.
I am hoping that the information from this research allows me to create effective classroom
procedures in my own English/Language Arts classroom. Additionally, learners who participate will be
given a choice of a free snack, from a bag of Dorito Chips, a Hershey's chocolate bar, a bag of Sour Patch
Kids, or a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup.
Please show me you are willing to participate by completing the information below. I hope you
will be able to participate in our study, and I thank you for your response! If you have any questions
concerning the research project, you may contact me at vanlentena@etown.edu or (717) 615-8343 or Dr.
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Kathryn Caprino at caprinok@etown.edu or (717) 361-1127. Should you have any questions about your
participant rights involved in this research you may contact the Elizabethtown College Institutional
Review Board Coordinator, Dr. Kyle C. Kopko, Associate Dean of Institutional Effectiveness, Research,
and Planning at kopkok@etown.edu or (717) 361-1990. If you would like a copy of the study results
when it has been completed, please contact me at the email address provided below. Thank you.

Alyssa Van Lenten

Dr. Kathryn Caprino

Elem./Middle School ELA Education

Assistant Professor of Education

English, Psychology Minor

PK-12 New Literacies

Elizabethtown College 2020

Elizabethtown College

vanlentena@etown.edu

caprinok@etown.edu

717-615-8343

Learner’s Name: ______________________________
Yes, I give consent to participate in the above-mentioned research study and affirm that my parents have
also agree. We have received a copy of the consent form for my records. I understand that the
information will be used for learning purposes in conjunction with Education studies at Elizabethtown
College. I also understand that the information gathered is confidential and that my name will not be used
in discussing or writing about this study.

__________________________________________

____________

Signature of Learner

Date

______________________________________________

_____________

Signature of Parent/Guardian Witness Ensuring

Date

Verbal Consent of Learner Under 10 Years
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Appendix C
Sentence Diagramming for Meaningful Sentences in Writing Lesson Plan No. 1
Teacher(s):

Alyssa Van Lenten

Grade Level: 8
PREPARATION

Essential Question:
What are meaningful sentences?
How can meaningful sentences change how I communicate with others?

Objectives:
The learner will be able to identify the subject and predicate in a simple sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to identify the simple subject and the simple subject in a sentence.
The learner will be able to identify a fragment.
The learner will be able to create a complete sentence, which is not a fragment, without
assistance.
The learner will be able to “read” a sentence diagram for a meaningful sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to create diagrams of simple sentences.

Standards/Assessment Anchor/Eligible Content:
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.2 Choose language that expresses ideas precisely and concisely,
recognizing and eliminating wordiness and redundancy.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.3 Vary sentence patterns for meaning, reader/listener interest, and
style.
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Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.5 Choose punctuation for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.6 Choose words and phrases for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.5 Place phrases and clauses within a sentence, recognizing and
correcting misplaced and dangling modifiers.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.7 Recognize and correct vague pronouns (i.e., ones with unclear or
ambiguous antecedents).
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.9 Produce complete sentences, recognizing and correcting
inappropriate fragments and run-on sentences.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.4 Use punctuation (i.e., commas, parentheses, and dashes) to set off
nonrestrictive/parenthetical elements.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.5 Use punctuation to separate items in a series.

Anticipated Accommodations/Modifications:
Because the learning will take place one-on-one, changes can be made immediately based on the learners’
needs.
Learners may write by hand or use a device to type in google docs.

Materials needed:
-

Prepared PowerPoint to show grammar images

-

Folder to collect documents

-

Paper for drafting OR a device to type

-

Subject and Verb Worksheet (attached)

-

Words marked on notecards for diagramming practice

-

Yarn, in various lengths (5-24 inches)

PROCEDURE (60 minutes)
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1. Hook: Introducing meaningful sentences and allowing the learner to have choice in the
learning (5 minutes)
Show the learner the following image. Ask the learner, “what do you notice that is confusing or
not clear about the image?”

Photograph retrieved from
https://www.diecast.org/diecast98/html/asp/forums/lounge/viewMessage.asp?id=174778&start=174778

The learner should respond that “find” should say “fined.” Ask the learner to discuss how each word
changes the meaning of the sentence.
Show the learner the following image. Ask the learner to discuss how each word changes the meaning of
the sentence.
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Graphic retrieved from https://ieltstutorials.online/blog/importance-of-grammar-in-ielts-test
Show the learner the following image. Ask the learner, “what do you notice that is confusing or not clear
about the image?”

Photograph retrieved from https://www.demilked.com/design-fails-crappy-design/
The learner should respond that there should be a period after “hunting.” Ask the learner to discuss how
each construction changes the meaning of the sign.
Show the learner the following image. Ask the learner to determine what kind of conclusions people
might draw and how this might affect her life.
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Graphic Retrieved from https://www.pinterest.com/pin/383861568211228548/?lp=true
Instruct the learner: “Through these funny pictures, we can see that grammar is important because it can
change the meaning of our communication. When we write, we want to make clear, meaningful
sentences.”
Ask the learner to create a definition for a “meaningful sentence.” This establishes purpose to the lessons.
2. Hook/Data Collection: Drafting (10 minutes)
With no instruction, the should learner created a written paragraph on the subject of her choosing.
If the learner prefers, provide a list of suggestions:
-

Falling leaves

-

Sprained ankles

-

Haircuts

-

Coffee

-

Dancing

-

Dirty socks

This paragraph will serve as (1) a source of data collection and (2) a piece of composition to be
revised at session three. The learner should write at least half a page, depending on the size of her
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manuscript, in order to reasonably provide enough data. The learner may choose to type if she
prefers.
3. Transfer of Knowledge: Sentence Diagramming (5 minutes)
Ask the learner if she has learned about subjects and predicates before. If no, describe to the
learner, “a subject is the thing or the person that the sentence is about. A predicate is the action
that the subject does.”

Ask the learner to find the subject and predicate in the sentences on top half of the attached page.
This activity serves to demonstrate the basics of sentence diagramming: Each sentence,
underlined and divided between subject and predicate, is its own diagram.

Additionally, the purpose of this activity is to provide the learner with the skill set to identify a
complete sentence versus a fragment in her own writing. In lesson two, the learner will diagram a
fragment to understand visually its deficit. In lesson three, the learner will create a fragment
based on a sample diagram.

4. Development of Concept: Finding the Simple Subject and Simple Predicate (5 minutes)
Ask the learner if she has learned about simple subjects and simple predicates before. If no,
describe to the learner, “a simple subject is the simplest form of the subject. It is just one word.
For example, if the subject was ‘the girl,’ the simple subject would be ‘girl.’ A simple predicate is
the simplest form of the predicate, or just the action word. It is usually just one word, unless it has
a helper. For example, if our sentence read ‘The girl ran to the store,’ ‘ran’ is the action word, so
that is our simple predicate.”

Ask the learner to find the simple subject and simple predicate on the bottom half of the attached
page. By identifying the simple sentence and simple predicate, the learner determined which
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words belong on the “long line” of the diagram. The other words are modifiers. This instruction
served to illuminate the basic techniques of sentence diagramming.

5. Development of Concept: Diagramming Modifiers (10 minutes)
Provide the visual:

Who

What

Did What

When

Where

Why

Which

How
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Instruct the learner: “All words that can answer the questions ‘who,’ ‘what,’ or ‘did what,’ belong
on a flat line. These are usually part of our simple subject or simple predicate, just like we found
on the sentences on the worksheet.

“Any words that answer the questions ‘when,’ ‘where,’ ‘why,’ ‘which,’ or ‘how’ belong on a
slanted line underneath the flat line that they modify, or describe. For example, if the simple
subject on the flat line is ‘girl,’ we would put ‘the’ on a slanted line under ‘girl’ because it
modifies, or describes ‘which girl.’”

Allow the learner to complete the rest of the diagrams on the page. This activity develops the
concept of sentence diagramming and forces the learner to think about the connection of words
and their meanings. For example, the first sentence reads “she laughs loudly.” ‘Loudly’ would be
placed on a slanted line under ‘laughs’ because it answers the question of how she laughs. The
diagram could be read as any of the following:

She laughs loudly.

She loudly laughs.

Loudly, she laughs.

For the first two sentences, loudly can be placed on either side of the verb, ‘laughs’ because the
slanted ‘loudly’ touches ‘laughs’ in the diagram. However, in the third sentence, ‘loudly’ must be
followed by a comma because the comma is the clue that ‘loudly’ modifies ‘laughs’ and not
‘she.’ Language has patterns that most people are not aware of. However, understanding these

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

82

patterns can help us to create new sentences that follow, or do not follow, the patters, based on
specific motivations.

6. Learning Activity: Reading Sentence Diagrams (5 minutes)
Provide the learner with the following sentence diagrams. Ask the learner to read out the sentence
that the diagram shows. If the sentence has more than one possible construction, ask the learner,
“Could the sentence sound different?” Describe the pattern of the sentences, as seen to the right,
in relation to the rules we set about flat and slanted lines.

I need help with my homework.

Jeff drives.
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My mom made pie for my cousin.
For my cousin, my mom made pie.
My mom made, for my cousin, pie.

Jan will draw after dinner.
After dinner, Jan will draw.
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Michael put broccoli on his salad.
Michael put on his salad broccoli.
On his salad, Michael put broccoli.

This activity serves to let the learner become more comfortable with sentence diagrams. Although
the lessons are mainly focused on writing using sentence diagrams, being able to read sentence
diagrams is important to being able to create sentence diagrams. Additionally, by noticing the
different constructions the sentence could take based on the diagram, the learner is thinking about
the choice of the order of words and the function of modifiers in the sentence.

7. Learning Activity: Practicing Sentence Diagrams (20 minutes)

Provide the learner with the different lengths of string. Ask the learner to create a sentence
diagram with the string and each set of notecards. The string will function as the lines, and the
notecards contain the words for the sentence.

The first set of notecards contains the sentence “The horse ate.” The learner should create a
diagram that looks like the one below:
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The second set of notecards contains the sentence “The cat ran to the house.” The learner should
create a diagram that looks like the one below:

The third set of notecards contains the sentence “The alligator swam quickly.” The learner should
create a diagram that looks like the one below:

The fourth set of notecards contains the sentence “I have a lumpy pineapple.” The learner should
create a diagram that looks like the one below:
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The fourth set of notecards contains the sentence “They gave it to me.” The learner should create
a diagram that looks like the one below:

The fifth set of notecards contains the sentence “My party is nice.” The learner should create a
diagram that looks like the one below:

The sixth set of notecards contains the sentence “The girl can go with the boy into Disney
World.” The learner should create a diagram that looks like the one below:

Change the learner’s diagram so that it looks like this:
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Ask the learner how it makes the sentence seem to have a different meaning, even though both
diagrams read the same. The first sentence sounds like the girl is allowed to go into Disney
World, and the boy can come along too. The second sentence appears to place a stronger
emphasis on the prepositional phrase ‘with the boy.’ Neither are incorrect. These constructions
allow the learner to think about how the same sentence can have different meanings. It is
important to be very clear with our writing in order to communicate the meaning we want.

This activity serves to give the learner more experience with sentence diagramming. By
becoming more familiar with the constructions, the learner is beginning to see a pattern in our
language with the placement of the subject, the predicate, and the modifiers in the sentence.
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Underline the whole sentence. Put a line between the subject and verb.
Example:

I | run.

1. She laughs.

6. You were reading.

2. He skips.

7. John is smiling.

3. I dance.

8. Alexis stopped.

4. We will shop.

9. I type.

5. They are jumping.

10. Mrs. Jones was running.

Circle the simple subject. Put a box around the simple predicate.
Example:

I need help with my homework.

1. She laughs loudly.
6. Josie knew the answer.

2. He skips home from school.
7. Matthew runs faster than Mike.

3. Quickly, I dance across the stage.

8. Star Wars is the best movie.

4. We will shop later today.

9. Outside, I am cold.

5. Billy buys milk at the store.

10. She is an expert at this.
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Appendix D
Sentence Diagramming for Meaningful Sentences in Writing Lesson Plan No. 2
Teacher(s):

Alyssa Van Lenten

Grade Level: 8
PREPARATION

Essential Question:
What are meaningful sentences?
How can meaningful sentences change how I communicate with others?

Objectives:
The learner will be able to identify the subject and predicate in a simple sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to identify the simple subject and the simple subject in a sentence.
The learner will be able to identify a fragment.
The learner will be able to create a complete sentence, which is not a fragment, without
assistance.
The learner will be able to “read” a sentence diagram for a meaningful sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to create diagrams of simple sentences.

Standards/Assessment Anchor/Eligible Content:
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.2 Choose language that expresses ideas precisely and concisely,
recognizing and eliminating wordiness and redundancy.
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Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.3 Vary sentence patterns for meaning, reader/listener interest, and
style.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.5 Choose punctuation for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.6 Choose words and phrases for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.5 Place phrases and clauses within a sentence, recognizing and
correcting misplaced and dangling modifiers.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.7 Recognize and correct vague pronouns (i.e., ones with unclear or
ambiguous antecedents).
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.9 Produce complete sentences, recognizing and correcting
inappropriate fragments and run-on sentences.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.4 Use punctuation (i.e., commas, parentheses, and dashes) to set off
nonrestrictive/parenthetical elements.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.5 Use punctuation to separate items in a series.

Anticipated Accommodations/Modifications:
Because the learning will take place one-on-one, changes can be made immediately based on the learners’
needs.
Learners may write by hand or use a device to type in google docs.

Materials needed:
-

Words marked on notecards for diagramming practice

-

Yarn, in various lengths (5-24 inches)

PROCEDURE (50 minutes)
1. Review of Concepts/Extended Learning Activity: Sentence Diagramming with String (10
minutes)
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Provide the learner with the different lengths of string. Ask the learner to create a sentence
diagram with the string and each set of notecards. The string will function as the lines, and the
notecards contain the words for the sentence.

The first set of notecards contains the sentence “Watson discovered the amazing truth.” The
learner should create a diagram that looks like the one below:

The second set of notecards contains the sentence “She kept the money under her bed.” The
learner should create a diagram that looks like the one below:

The third set of notecards contains the sentence “My friend ran quickly across the field.” The
learner should create a diagram that looks like the one below:
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Change the learner’s diagram so that it looks like this:

Ask the learner how it makes the sentence seem to have a different meaning, even though both
diagrams technically read the same.

The first diagram stresses how ‘my friend’ ran – quickly. However, the second diagram stresses
where ‘my friend’ ran – across the field. This diagram could also be read: Quickly, my friend ran
across the field. OR
Across the field, my friend ran quickly.

This final construction gives an entirely new meaning to the sentence.

Neither diagrams are incorrect. These constructions allow the learner to think about how the same
sentence can have different inherent meanings based on how we arrange them.

The fourth set of notecards contains the sentence “I am going to school today.” The learner
should create a diagram that looks like the one below:

Change the learner’s diagram so that it looks like this:
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Ask the learner how it makes the sentence seem to have a different meaning, even though both
diagrams technically read the same.

The first diagram stresses where ‘I’ am going – to school. However, the second diagram stresses
when ‘I am going to school’ – today. This diagram could also be read: Today, I am going to
school.

Neither diagrams are incorrect. These constructions allow the learner to think about how the same
sentence can have different inherent meanings based on how we arrange them.

This activity serves to give the learner more experience with sentence diagramming with slightly
more complicated sentences. By becoming more familiar with the constructions, the learner is
beginning to see a pattern in our language with the placement of the subject, the predicate, and
the modifiers in the sentence.

2. Transfer of Knowledge: Diagramming Different Types of Sentences (20 minutes)
Provide the learner with the different lengths of string. Ask the learner to create a sentence
diagram with the string and each set of notecards. The string will function as the lines, and the
notecards contain the words for the sentence.

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

94

The first set of notecards contains the fragment ‘wanted ice cream.’ The learner should create a
diagram that looks like the one below:

The subject in this diagram is missing. Clearly, the sentence is not a complete sentence. It is a
fragment. Fragments should be used stylistically. This means that fragments are not wrong.
Fragments can be used it produces the desired effect. For example, if the writer wanted to stress a
piece of information in an informal way:

She wanted ice cream for dinner. Ice cream. For dinner.

The second set of notecards contains the sentence ‘I wanted ice cream.’ The learner should create
a diagram that looks like the one below:

Describe to the learner that this is a simple sentence because it has one long horizontal line. There
is one subject and one predicate on one horizontal line.

Keep the first diagram off to the side. The second set of notecards contains the sentence ‘but she
wanted frozen yogurt.’ The learner should create a diagram that looks like the one below. Instruct
the learner that conjunctions always float above the simple predicate, or the verb.
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Ask the learner what type of sentence this is. This sentence is also a simple sentence. It has one
subject and one predicate on one horizontal line. Most likely, the learner was taught in elementary
school that it is wrong to begin a sentence with ‘and,’ or ‘but.’ In actuality, these conjunctions are
coordinating conjunctions, which means that the sentence still makes sense if you choose to begin
the sentence with them. Therefore, it is a stylistic choice when you want to begin your sentence
with a coordinating conjunction, based on the writing purpose.

Both diagrams, thus far, are simple sentences. If we were writing these sentences, we could
choose to leave them separated. Or, we could put both sentences together into a compound
sentences. The diagram for the compound sentence looks like this:

The conjunction ‘but’ should connect the simple predicates in the two sentences. This sentence is
now a compound sentence. It has two long, horizontal lines. In total, there are two subjects and
two predicates. Both diagrams make sense on their own. Additionally, we could switch the order
of the diagrams, and the sentence still makes sense:

I wanted ice cream, but she wanted frozen yogurt.
She wanted frozen yogurt, but I wanted ice cream.
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Ask the learner to write these sentences out. If the learner puts a comma before the conjunction,
ask her why she put it there.

The comma is how we identify that the two parts of the sentence are individual thoughts. If we
think about this in terms of diagramming, the comma signifies that there needs to be two
horizontal lines. Conversely, two horizontal lines in a diagram with a coordinating conjunction
signifies that the sentence needs a comma.

Now, replace the coordination conjunction ‘but’ with the subordinating conjunction ‘while.’ Ask
the learner if there are two simple sentences that make sense on their own now.

‘I wanted ice cream’ makes sense on its own. That is one simple sentence, as previously defined.
‘While she wanted frozen yogurt’ does not make sense on its own. ‘While’ is a subordinating
conjunction, which means that the sentence does not makes sense if you choose to begin the
sentence with them. The diagram still has a subject and a predicate, but the sentence needs more
information for it to make sense.

This is why sentence diagrams pair nicely with writing. We need to look at the functionality of
the words, not simply the form of the words, to make the communication clear.

This is a complex sentence. A complex sentence has two horizontal lines. In total, there are two
subjects and two predicates. However, only one sentence makes sense on its own. Additionally, it
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is possible to switch the order of the sentences, but the subordinating conjunction travels with the
sentence instead of remaining between.

I wanted ice cream while she wanted frozen yogurt
While she wanted frozen yogurt, I wanted ice cream.

Ask the learner to write these sentences out. If the learner puts a comma in the sentence, ask why
she put it where she put it.

The comma is how we identify that the two parts of the sentence are individual thoughts. Two
horizontal lines in a diagram with a subordinating conjunction signifies that the sentence might
need a comma. If the sentence is in the correct order in the diagram:

The sentence makes sense. There is no need for a comma.

I wanted ice cream while she wanted frozen yogurt.

If the diagram were flipped:
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The construction, and therefore the meaning of the sentence, is changed. The sentence now reads:

She wanted frozen yogurt while I wanted ice cream.

The subordinating conjunction ‘while’ now travels with ‘I wanted ice cream,’ and ‘she wanted
frozen yogurt’ is now the independent simple sentence. Therefore while the original sentence ‘I
wanted ice cream while she wanted frozen yogurt’ can be diagrammed only one way, it can be
written two ways, and the comma in the second construction reflects this.
I wanted ice cream while she wanted frozen yogurt
While she wanted frozen yogurt, I wanted ice cream.

Keep this diagram off to the side. Provide the learner with the third set of notecards, which
contains the sentence ‘and we fought all night.’ The learner should create a diagram that looks
like the one below:

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

99

Again, this is a simple sentence with one horizontal line and one subject and one predicate. The
sentence can begin with ‘and,’ a coordinating conjunction. We could leave these two sentences
separate in our writing:

While she wanted frozen yogurt, I wanted ice cream. And we fought all night.

We could also combine these sentences into a singular sentence:

While she wanted frozen yogurt, I wanted ice cream, and we fought all night. OR
I wanted ice cream, while she wanted frozen yogurt, and we fought all night.

Logically there is one way to diagram this sentence. However, there are two possible written
constructions, a result from the placement of the subordinating conjunction.

This is a compound-complex sentence. It has three horizontal lines, with three subjects and three
predicates in total. Only two of the three thoughts are independent simple sentences. The comma
placements follow those for compound and complex sentences.

THE EFFECT OF SENTENCE DIAGRAMMING

100

Finally, provide the learner with the last set of notecards, which contains ‘and we skipped dessert,
and I was really upset.’ The learner should add this on to the original sentence in a logical
diagram, like the one below.

Clearly, this diagram is confusing and too complex. This is the sign that this is a run-on sentence.
A run-on sentence has more than three long horizontal lines. This type of sentence can be used
stylistically, but for the most part, we watch out for these so that the reader is not overwhelmed
by too much information in one sentence.
The purpose of this activity is to demonstrate the diagramming of different types of sentences.
This activity uses the same base sentence to demonstrate how we can add more information to
one sentence and add more meaningful detail. The diagramming of different types of sentences
will become authentic in lesson 3, when the learner diagrams her own sentences to check for
complete sentences and clear writing.

3. Learning Activity: Sentence Diagramming Practice and Writing Sentences (20 minutes)
Now that the learner has been taught how to diagram different types of sentences, provide the
learner with the list of diagrams and sentences below on the left. If a diagram is presented, the
learner should write the sentence that the diagram represents. Prompt the learner to write more
than one construction, if it is possible. If a sentence is presented, the learner should diagram it.
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The corresponding diagram or sentence(s) can be found on the right.

I was reading a book while my mom kept
trying to talk to me, but I just wanted to read.

While my mom kept trying to talk to me, I
was reading a book, but I just wanted to read.
(This is a possible answer, but the
construction is slightly confusing and not
exactly meaningful. Discuss why.)

Compound-complex sentence

Henry eats his dinner in bed.

Simple sentence

Eating apple pie.
Fragment
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I need to do homework, but I do not feel like
doing my homework now, so I will do
homework later tonight, but my mom might
disapprove.

Run-on sentence.

A run-on sentence like this might be used
stylistically in an informal piece with a strong
narrative voice. This is the most logical
construction.

I bought a new phone, and I love it.

Compound sentence.
When Emilia eats like a slob, her family
complains.

Her family complains when Emilia eats like a
slob.
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Complex sentence.

When I did a split, my pants tore, and my
friends laughed.
Compound-complex sentence.

Another possible construction of this
sentence: My pants tore when I did a split,
and my friends laughed.

I watched a movie last night.

Simple sentence.

I like apples, but I hate bananas.
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Compound sentence.

Another possible contstruction: I hate
bananas, but I like apples.

I like “The Office” because Michael tells
funny jokes.

Complex sentence.

Another possible construction: Because
Michael tells funny jokes, I like “The
Office.”

Because my mom said, I cleaned my room.

Complex sentence.

Another possible construction: I cleaned my
room because my mom said.
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When I ran out of milk, I went to the store,
and I bought a gallon.

Compound-complex.

Another possible construction: I went to the
store when I ran out of milk, and I bought a
gallon.

I love books, and I love Barnes and Noble.
Compound sentence.

Another possible construction: I love Barnes
and Noble, and I love books.
I love books and Barnes and Noble.

Simple sentences.
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This could also be read as: I love Barnes and
Noble and books.

Notice there is no comma in either sentence.
There is still only one long horizontal line, so
it is still one simple sentence. It needs no
comma.

Driving to school.

Fragment.
Do not require the learner to diagram this
sentence. The gerund ‘driving’ belongs on a
tree next to mom. This is a more advanced
skill in sentence diagramming. The purpose
is that there is no true predicate because
subject + verb ending in -ing is not a
My mom, driving to school

sentences construction in the English
language.

Fragment.

This sentence could be corrected in one of the
following ways:
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My mom is driving to school.

My mom, driving to school, ran a stop sign.
Danny and I wanted ice cream.

Simple sentence.

Danny sang and danced.

Simple sentence.

Another possible construction: Danny danced
and sang.

Molly and Tim read a book.

Simple sentence.

Another possible construction: Tim and
Molly read a book.
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Molly drove her car and ate a sandwich.
Simple sentence.

Another possible construction: Molly ate a
sandwich and drove her car.

The purpose of this activity is to give the learner more experience with diagramming different
types of sentences. The diagramming of different types of sentences will become authentic in
lesson 3, when the learner diagrams her own sentences to check for complete sentences and clear
writing. Additionally, the learner begins to explore how different sentence constructions create
different meanings and give voice to a sentence.
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Appendix E
Sentence Diagramming for Meaningful Sentences in Writing Lesson Plan No. 3
Teacher(s):

Alyssa Van Lenten

Grade Level: 8
PREPARATION

Essential Question:
What are meaningful sentences?
How can meaningful sentences change how I communicate with others?

Objectives:
The learner will be able to identify the subject and predicate in a simple sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to identify the simple subject and the simple subject in a sentence.
The learner will be able to identify a fragment.
The learner will be able to create a complete sentence, which is not a fragment, without
assistance.
The learner will be able to “read” a sentence diagram for a meaningful sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to create diagrams of simple sentences.

Standards/Assessment Anchor/Eligible Content:
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.2 Choose language that expresses ideas precisely and concisely,
recognizing and eliminating wordiness and redundancy.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.3 Vary sentence patterns for meaning, reader/listener interest, and
style.
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Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.5 Choose punctuation for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.6 Choose words and phrases for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.5 Place phrases and clauses within a sentence, recognizing and
correcting misplaced and dangling modifiers.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.7 Recognize and correct vague pronouns (i.e., ones with unclear or
ambiguous antecedents).
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.9 Produce complete sentences, recognizing and correcting
inappropriate fragments and run-on sentences.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.4 Use punctuation (i.e., commas, parentheses, and dashes) to set off
nonrestrictive/parenthetical elements.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.5 Use punctuation to separate items in a series.

Anticipated Accommodations/Modifications:
Because the learning will take place one-on-one, changes can be made immediately based on the learners’
needs.
Learners may write by hand or use a device to type in google docs.

Materials needed:
-

Words marked on notecards for diagramming practice

-

Yarn, in various lengths (5-24 inches)

PROCEDURE (40 minutes)
1. Review Types of Sentences (5 minutes)
Using the learner’s diagrams from step three of lesson 2, review the different types of sentences
and their respective diagrams.
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A simple sentence has one long horizontal line. It has one subject and one predicate.

A compound sentence has two long horizontal lines. It has, in total, two subjects and two
predicates. It has a subordinating conjunction connecting two simple sentences. It needs a comma
to set off the two simple sentences.

A complex sentence has two long horizontal lines. It has, in total, two subjects and two
predicates. It has a coordinating conjunction connecting a simple sentence and the second part,
which is not a simple sentence. If the second part of the sentence is placed at the beginning of the
written sentence, it must have a comma.

A compound-complex sentence has three horizontal lines. It has, in total, three subjects and two
predicates. It has one coordinating conjunction and one subordinating conjunction. If the
subordinating part of the sentence is placed at the beginning of the written sentence, it must have
a comma.

A run-on sentence has more than three long horizontal lines. It has too many parts and is often
confusing for the reader. A run-on sentence can be used stylistically.

A fragment is missing either the subject or the predicate on one of the long horizontal lines. A
fragment can be used stylistically.

The purpose of this activity is to help the learner remember the different types of sentence
diagrams. The learner will now use these diagramming techniques to analyze her own writing.

2. Learning Activity: Diagram the Learner’s Writing (15 minutes)
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Provide the learner with her own writing from lesson one. Ask the learner to diagram the first
three sentences of her work, exactly how they are, without making any changes. If the learner
needs help with more complex structures, assist the learner by asking her how she thinks she
should diagram them. Refer to the visual below:

Once the learner has diagrammed the sentences, ask her to label each sentence as one of the types
of sentences that she learned about.

The purpose of this activity is to allow the learner to think about her writing. If the diagrams are
confusing and don’t make sense, it is possible that the sentence is confusing and doesn’t make
sense. If the diagram is missing a subject or a predicate, then the sentence is missing a subject or
a predicate. If the diagram has a misplaced modifier, then the sentence probably has a misplaced
modifier as well.

3. Learning Activity: Diagram a Published Writer’s Work (10 minutes)
Provide the learner with the David Levithan’s young adult novel Every Day. In the same way that
the she has diagrammed her own writing, the learner should diagram the third paragraph on page
2, as seen below:
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It’s hard being in the body of someone you don’t like, because you still have to
respect it. I’ve harmed people’s lives in the past, and I’ve found that every time I
slip up, it haunts me. So I try to be careful.

Levithan, D. (2012). Every Day. New York, NY: Random House Children’s
Books.

The learner will struggle, especially with the first sentence. Assist the learner by asking her how
she thinks she should diagram them. The purpose here is to consider function, not accuracy in
diagramming. Specifically, the ‘it’s’ construction is confusing. In the first sentence, ‘it’ refers to
‘being in the body of someone you don’t like.’ A more concise way to write this might be Being
in the body of someone you don’t like is hard…. Discuss ways that the learner could rewrite this
to make the sentences less confusing and more meaningful. Use the structures of the diagrams to
assist with this conversation.

Also, label the types of sentences that the author wrote. Notice how the author used a variety of
sentence types to create a natural, conversation-like flow.

The purpose of this activity is to think about another author’s writing. Sometimes we think that,
because an author is published, his writing must be perfect. Instead, we can think of writing – and
language – as a process, something that can always be improved upon and changed. This activity
also provides the learner with some ways to think about her own writing.

4. Learning Activity: Revise the Learner’s Writing (10 minutes)
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Now that the learner has diagrammed her own sentences and used a published writer’s work to
explore revision, give the learner time to revise the first three sentences of her own work. Allow
her to look at all of the diagrams and notes that she has written. She should think hard about how
the construction of her sentences add or subtract from the meaning of the sentences.

Once the learner is happy with her work, discuss the changes she made and why she made those
changes.

The purpose of this activity is to ground the practice of sentence diagramming in writing.
Diagramming sentences independently of writing does not improve the transmission of language.
Instead, diagramming her own sentences should enlighten the learner how to improve upon her
writing for the sake of better communication.
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Appendix F
Sentence Diagramming for Meaningful Sentences in Writing Lesson Plan No. 4
Teacher(s):

Alyssa Van Lenten

Grade Level: 8
PREPARATION

Essential Question:
What are meaningful sentences?
How can meaningful sentences change how I communicate with others?

Objectives:
The learner will be able to identify the subject and predicate in a simple sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to identify the simple subject and the simple subject in a sentence.
The learner will be able to identify a fragment.
The learner will be able to create a complete sentence, which is not a fragment, without
assistance.
The learner will be able to “read” a sentence diagram for a meaningful sentence without
assistance.
The learner will be able to create diagrams of simple sentences.

Standards/Assessment Anchor/Eligible Content:
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.2 Choose language that expresses ideas precisely and concisely,
recognizing and eliminating wordiness and redundancy.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.3 Vary sentence patterns for meaning, reader/listener interest, and
style.
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Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.5 Choose punctuation for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.2.1.6 Choose words and phrases for effect.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.5 Place phrases and clauses within a sentence, recognizing and
correcting misplaced and dangling modifiers.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.7 Recognize and correct vague pronouns (i.e., ones with unclear or
ambiguous antecedents).
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.1.9 Produce complete sentences, recognizing and correcting
inappropriate fragments and run-on sentences.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.4 Use punctuation (i.e., commas, parentheses, and dashes) to set off
nonrestrictive/parenthetical elements.
Eligible Content - E08.D.1.2.5 Use punctuation to separate items in a series.

Anticipated Accommodations/Modifications:
Because the learning will take place one-on-one, changes can be made immediately based on the learners’
needs.
Learners may write by hand or use a device to type in google docs.

Materials:
-

Access to the google form
PROCEDURE (20 minutes)

1. Review Instruction (5 minutes)
Throughout the lessons, be sure to compile all of the learner’s work in order of instruction. Now,
present these to the learner in order, briefly reviewing the instruction.

First, we looked at why meaningful communication is important, and we came up with a
definition for meaningful sentences.
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Then, the learner wrote a paragraph. This is where the learner was as a writer four weeks ago.

Next, we learned about subjects and predicates and simple subjects and simple predicates. We
learned how to put these in a sentence diagramming. We learned how to put modifiers into the
sentence diagram to add more detail.

The learner mastered reading sentences diagrams and did lots of practice creating sentence
diagrams.

We learned about different types of sentences: fragments, simple sentences, compound sentences,
complex sentences, compound-complex sentences, and run-ons. We learned how to diagram them
and how to use commas in the written sentences, with help from the diagrams.

We diagrammed the learner’s writing and labeled the types of sentences. We noticed what might
be confusing or misleading.

We diagrammed David Levithan’s sentences and labeled the types of sentences. We noticed what
might be confusing or misleading.

Then, the learner went back and revised her work to make more meaningful.

The purpose of this review is to help the learner think about everything that we have done.
Remembering so much material over the course of four weeks can be difficult.

2. Informal Assessment: Survey (5 minutes)
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Provide the learner with access to the survey on google forms. This survey records the learner’s
personally opinion of her improvement over the course of the four lessons. This is also a form of
data collection.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/15idzWe4CDZ2ENREv2S7Pq5_-utq5eLnDtmFU3q3GciY/edit

3. Formal Assessment: Create a Written Work (10 minutes)
In the beginning of the lessons, the learner created a written paragraph. Ask the learner to do this
again, thinking about everything she has learned over the course of the lessons.
The paragraph can be written on the subject of her choosing. If the learner prefers, provide a list
of suggestions:
-

Falling leaves

-

Sprained ankles

-

Haircuts

-

Coffee

-

Dancing

-

Dirty socks

This paragraph will serve as (1) a source of data collection and (2) a formal piece of assessment.
The learner should write at least half a page, depending on the size of her manuscript, in order to
reasonably provide enough data. The learner may choose to type if she prefers.
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Appendix G
Definitions of Discussion
Writing or composition: a form of expressive language that is physically written down or typed.
Grammar: the system of rules that dictates the creation of language, including both the structure and
functions of words and sentences; includes mechanics and usage.
Mechanics or conventions: grammatical rules involving punctuation, capitalization, and other technical
formatting of language.
Usage: the way that language is created involving morphology and syntax; rules on usage can change
based on current trends in grammar and composition.
Syntax: the order in which morphemes and words are arranged in order to create meaning.
Simple sentence: a type of sentence that consists of one independent clause. pp. 36, 37, 39, 45, 49, 50, 54,
57, 58, 59
Compound sentence: a type of sentence that consists of two independent clauses joined by a comma and
conjunction or semi-colon. pp. 37, 39, 49, 50, 55, 56, 57, 58
Complex Sentence: a type of sentence that consists of one independent clause and one or more dependent
clauses. pp. 37, 39, 45, 49, 50, 54, 55, 57, 58, 59
Compound-complex sentence: a type of sentence that consists of one or more independent clause and one
or more dependent clause. pp. 37, 39, 50, 54, 56, 57
Fragment: a type of incomplete sentence that is missing either the subject or predicate. pp. 37, 39, 46, 50
Run-on sentence: a type of incomplete sentence that is missing either the subject or predicate. pp. 37, 39,
40, 46, 50
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Standard English: a form of the English language which focuses on Latin modes; the most frequently
taught dialect of English language (Gartland & Smolkin, 2016). pp. 19, 22, 24
Sentence diagramming: the physical representation of sentences into orderly, linear charts based on the
grammatical structure and function of the words in the sentences.
Nonstandard English: forms of the English languages other than Standard English; includes vernaculars
and dialects such as Ebonics. pp. 20, 24
Prescriptive grammar: one ideology of grammar that dictates the rules that say how language should be
created, specifically using Standard English (Huttenlock, 2017; Shuster, 2003).
pp. 19, 20, 25, 62, 64, 66, 69
Descriptive grammar: one ideology of grammar that describes how language is currently created, in any
dialect or form (Lapp & Fisher, 2011). pp. 20, 21, 25, 27, 60, 61, 62, 64, 66, 68, 69
Receptive language: one form of communication in which the participant receives communication; i.e.
listening or reading. pp. 2, 7, 12, 17, 26
Expressive language: one form of communication in which the participant expresses communication; i.e.
speaking or writing. pp. 2, 7, 12, 17, 26
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